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Abstract 

While participants in physical activities within refugee integration programmes hold the 

potential to contribute to shaping future programmes, little is known about their lived 

experiences in them. This qualitative thesis focuses on a group of Middle Eastern 

women in yoga courses held as part of a two-year Swedish civic orientation 

programme for newly-arrived forced migrants. The overall aim of this programme was 

to transform participants into integrated, employable and healthy Swedish citizens.  

 

The yoga course component was prescribed to women based on gendered 

assumptions regarding vulnerability and trauma. Written from the perspective of a 

scholar-practitioner of yoga, the thesis explores the women’s subtle and intimate re-

appropriations of yoga to reveal a fuller appreciation of their lives which included and 

recognised, but were not solely focused on, their forced migration experience(s). 

 

Drawing on ethnographic research, primarily comprised of participant observation both 

within and outside of the yoga studio over a 22-month period, along with 21 in-person 

interviews, this thesis adopts a social constructionist/interpretivist paradigm. It offers 

an original contribution to yoga, physical cultures and forced migration studies by 

documenting how women used yoga to navigate forced migration and (re)settlement.  

 

The findings refocus attention away from the large-scale movement of forced 

migration to the women’s small-scale movements in yoga to demonstrate that the 

women’s lived experiences in yoga matter. By examining how the women met their 



 

iii 

personal needs in resettlement with the aid of their yoga practice, this thesis 

establishes several key findings around the importance of faith in resettlement, group 

dynamics in yoga and the complexities of deploying yoga as a fix for women in trauma. 

 

By considering the often territorially bounded categories of body, citizenship and 

religion, this thesis advocates that the use of yoga and other physical activities in 

humanitarian aid and resettlement programmes should be primarily shaped by 

participants. The thesis also aims to de-stabilise gendered assumptions and 

perceptions of the traumatised refugee, thus foregrounding the participants’ lived 

experiences, rather than the socio-economic and political interests of their host 

countries across the globe. 
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Glossary 

Asana 

An asana is a body posture, and literally means to sit – specifically for meditation. 

Today, however, in modern postural yoga classes, it refers to any type of held position 

including reclining, standing, inverted, twisting and balancing. It is the third limb of the 

eight limbs of yoga from Patanjali's 'yoga sutras'. 

 

Ashtanga (vinyasa) yoga 

A modern postural yoga practice founded by Pattabhi Jois of a set sequence known 

for its gymnastic feats. Practitioners jump back and forward (the vinyasa) between 

asanas, synchronising movements with breathing, creating one long flow. Expertly 

done, it can look more like a dance or a martial art. 

 

Chakra 

In Sanskrit the word means ‘wheel’ and refers to the seven biggest energy centres in 

the body. Each correspond to specific parts of the body and, if the wheels spin in 

harmony, they create physical, emotional, psychological and other states of wellbeing.  

 

Civic orientation programme 

Official name of the Swedish refugee integration programme used in the fieldwork for 

this study.  
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Eid (Eid al-Fitr) 

A glorious celebration after the final breakfast of an almost month of sunrise to sunset 

fasting.  

 

Fika 

Often translated as ‘a coffee and cake break’, really however, it is a concept, a state 

of mind, an attitude and an important part of Swedish culture. It means making time 

for friends and colleagues to share a cup of coffee (or tea) and a little something to 

eat. Fika is a ritual. Even the mighty Volvo plant stops for fika (Duxbury, 2021). 

 

Forced migrant 

There are myriad ways to describe those on the move (asylum seekers, refugees, 

illegal immigrants, economic migrants) and I use term forced migrant for all, ‘unless 

when relevant to draw attention to the differences produced by the maze of the asylum 

system’ (De Martini Ugolotti, 2020, p. 3). 

 

Geneva Convention 

The 1951 Refugee Convention defines a refugee as ‘someone who is unable or 

unwilling to return to their country of origin owing to a well-founded fear of being 

persecuted for reasons of race, religion, nationality, membership of a particular social 

group, or political opinion’ (UNHCR, 2022b). 

 

Hagllerre 

Swedish employment advisor. 



 

xvi 

Halal 

An Arabic word meaning all that is permissible. It refers to anything considered lawful 

under Islamic teachings. Interpretations can vary across cultures, ethnicities and 

nations. 

 

Haram 

An Arabic term meaning 'forbidden’, which refers to anything considered unlawful 

under Islamic teachings. Interpretations can vary across cultures, ethnicities and 

nations. 

 

Insha Allah 

God willing. Often at the end of conversation as a gracious ‘I hope so’. For example, 

‘See you soon.’ ‘Yes, insha Allah’. 

 

Iyengar 

This modern postural yoga practice makes great use of props such as belts, blocks, 

bolsters and blankets to compensate for a lack of strength and flexibility in the 

practitioner. 

 

Jiwar 

A sacred understanding of coexistence – of being neighbourly or social – informed by 

Islam. 
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Hijab 

‘Despite common misconceptions that the hijab refers to a headscarf, the Islamic 

concept of hijab has a more comprehensive meaning. It is mostly used to refer to the 

practice of covering the head, arms and legs’ (Khalil, 2018, pp. 4-5). 

 

Lagom 

‘Just the right amount – not too much, not too little.’ Lagom encourages balance in all 

aspects of life, including in your relationships with others and the environment. Finding 

balance improves wellness. Wellness is the feeling that different aspects of life – 

emotional, physical, work and social – are all in a harmonious balance. 

 

Medi-yoga 

A Swedish therapeutic yoga practice based on Kundalini yoga (a system of meditation 

directed towards the release of kundalini energy). It focuses on moving energy up the 

body, through the chakras towards the crown chakra. It is very popular and usually 

taught by medical and health practitioners in Sweden. 

 

Modern postural yoga 

A predominately physical and transitional yoga practice usually rooted in Indian male 

lineages. 

 

Nadi 

A Sanskrit word that can be translated as channel or flow, referring to a vast network 

of channels through which energy travels through the body. The number of nadis that 
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the body is believed to contain varies depending on the tradition, but there are three 

principal nadis that weave through the chakras. 

 

Namaste 

In Hindi, it means ‘I bow to the divine in you’. It has been appropriated by most yoga 

teachers of modern postural yoga to denote the opening and closing of a yoga class. 

 

Pranayama 

Lifeforce carried in the breath which moves energy (prana) around the body. 

 

Ramadan 

The ninth month of the Muslim year, during which fasting is observed from dawn to 

sunset. 

 

Rakat 

Ritual of prayer. 

 

Sham  

The name most participants in this study used to describe their countries. They also 

used the name Levant. 

 

Salah 

A Muslim prayer enacted up to five times daily and during Ramadan up to eight times 

(according to the participants in this research). 
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Scholar-practitioner 

An academic who is a yoga practitioner. 

 

Shavasana 

A restorative yoga asana usually done towards the end of a class. The practitioner 

lays down on her back, palms to the sky, arms at 45 degrees from her body and chin 

tucked. 

 

Surya namaskar 

A series of 12 movements (not asanas as it is a kriya – a meditation technique that 

uses pranayama (breathwork), mantra (chanting) and mudras (spiritual hand 

gestures) to rapidly accelerate spiritual growth. Surya namaskar is used today as a 

physical warm-up for the body before the yoga class proper. Surya means sun and 

namaskar means greeting or salutation. It was originally performed at sunrise to raise 

solar (sun) energy within the body and to honour solar energy.  

 

Tadasana 

The Sanskrit name for a fundamental yoga asana, otherwise known as mountain pose. 

The term is derived from two Sanskrit roots: tada meaning ‘mountain’ and asana 

meaning ‘seat’ or ‘posture’. Hence it is often referred to as mountain pose. 

 

Tatvas 

A Sanskrit term meaning ‘reality’ derived from the roots tatt, meaning ‘that’, and tvam, 

meaning ‘individual’. The five basic tatvas are earth, water, fire, air and sky. They are 
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present everywhere and having them balanced in the body is essential to health. 

Practising yoga is a way to find balance in the five tatvas.  

 

TCTSY 

Trauma Center1 Trauma-Sensitive Yoga is an empirically validated, clinical 

intervention for complex trauma or chronic, treatment-resistant post-traumatic stress 

disorder (Justice Resource Center, 2022). Unlike other trauma-informed yoga 

practices, TCTSY does not focus on breathing and meditation as it is difficult to 

observe the impact of this, and thus gauge participant wellbeing. 

 

Trauma 

Bassel Van der Kolk refers to trauma as “A disease of not being able to remain 

present” (in Emerson and Hopper, 2011 p.39). It impacts on the fleshiness of the body, 

from chemical and anatomical changes in the brain, to changes in physiological 

systems. Those experiencing trauma are often given a diagnosis of Post-traumatic 

stress disorder. 

 

Uppgivenhetssyndrom 

A biological expression of trauma related to the long processing times of family asylum 

claims, which, medical doctor Hultcrantz (2022) states, ‘causes children to stop 

walking, talking and eating. They assume a coma-like state’. 

 

                                            

1 Intentional use of US spelling in line with other TCTSY studies. 
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Vrksasana 

A Sanskrit word for a yoga asana more commonly known as tree pose (Figure 22). A 

balancing pose with the practitioner standing on one leg with the foot of the other leg 

pressed against the inner thigh of the standing leg. The hands are stretched upward 

with the palms touching. 

 

Wudu  

‘A method to make sure the body is … awake to greet or reconnect with God before 

prayer’ (Dima, informal conversation, 06.04.2018). 

 

N.b. I have italicised Arabic, Swedish and Sanskrit words without specialist 

transliteration to keep to their intended meaning. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Mohamed Bouazizi, a 26-year-old Tunisian, breadwinner for his family of eight, was 

incensed when a policewoman slapped and spat in his face, insulted his dead father 

and seized his only source of income, his unlicensed vegetable cart. Mohamed tried 

to file a complaint at the police headquarters but was turned away. Returning later, he 

soaked himself with fuel and set himself on fire, which sadly led to his death some 

days later. Riots broke out which led to a mass revolutionary movement and the 

toppling of the 23-year authoritarian regime of Ben Ali (Uzzell, 2012). Shortly 

afterwards and east of Tunisia in Egypt, Khaled Said was arrested and beaten to death 

by two policemen. His death sparked the January 25 revolt – the first wave of 

revolution in Egypt. A few days later streets turned to chaos in what became known 

as the ‘Friday of Rage’. After this, a wave of protests hit the Arab world, and sparked 

what many saw as the Arab Revolution, what was remembered as the Arab Spring. 

Syrian women in my fieldwork expressed their surprise that the Assad regime did not 

collapse under the impetus of the Arab spring and gave this as the reason for their 

flight to Sweden.  

 

It is important to document some of the historical factors that led to the Arab Spring, 

notably the continued presence of former colonisers in the region during the second 

half of the twentieth century. While many Western nations supported Arab dictatorial 

regimes for their own economic interests (notably oil), they also asserted their interests 

via the creation of Israel in 1948. Both gave authoritarian regimes credibility and the 
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ability to present the Jewish state as a potential threat to their nations (Sakhawy, 

2015). Fuelled by these two dynamics, the Arab Spring led to a mass exodus of 

citizens of the Middle East. This exodus was triggered by the same undercurrents 

mentioned in relation to the Arab Spring and, as Ian Patel’s (2021) aptly titled book 

regarding immigration in general reminds us, We’re here because you were there. In 

my PhD research, most participants were Syrian and part of this mass exodus of 

people fleeing the Middle East, seeking political sanctuary in neighbouring countries. 

With limited opportunities in these host countries (Betts & Collier, 2017), various 

secondary movements of mass forced migration were sparked via the eastern 

Mediterranean corridor, which connects the Middle East to Northern Europe through 

Turkey and Greece (Içduygu & Sert, 2019). 

 

Most of the participants had no choice but to take unsafe and illegal routes to 

sanctuary offered by those who had switched from drug and arms trafficking to the 

more lucrative trade of people smuggling. The women’s journeys were perilous, 

undercover and convoluted, as reflected in a dramatic number of deaths among others 

crossing the Mediterranean Sea en route to Europe (Coşkun, 2015; Freedman, 2016). 

 

The physical, mental and existential impact of these life-threatening journeys is not to 

be underestimated. Movement often without GPS in the dead of night entailed 

charging forward, running, ducking, crawling through dense forests, hugging scree-

lined mountain passages, carrying basic belongings and often children, then being 

crushed into over-crowded leaky vessels and set onto treacherous seas, requiring 

high levels of physical resilience to survive. As Yusra Mardini, a Syrian refugee (then 



 

3 

Olympic swimmer) recalled, her mantra as she swam to shore alongside a dingy with 

a broken motor was ‘Just survive, stay alive another five minutes, let your body take 

over. Trust it’ (2018 p.114).  

 

In 2018, the UNHCR estimated that at least six people each day died trying to cross 

the Mediterranean, reinforcing its position as the world’s deadliest sea crossing 

(UNHCR, 2018). However, such was the surge of people fleeing, many more remain 

unaccounted for. Like Mohamed and Khaled, it was the wider political power dynamics 

which led to actual bodily harm and death.  

 

For women, these journeys were especially precarious, exposing them to gender-

based violence and exploitation (Bartolo & Tilotta, 2018; Pittaway & Bartolomei, 2001; 

Pittaway & Pittaway, 2004). While the Geneva Convention of 1951 was adopted after 

World War II to protect future refugees (UNHCR, 2011a), feminist critics have noted 

that its original aims largely served the interests of men (Crawley, 2001a, 2001b; 

Freedman, 2016).	 

 

During the ‘long summer of migration’ of 2015, political discourses presented skewed 

pictures of a swell of people seeking sanctuary on European shores (Fiddian-

Qasmiyeh, 2016; Szczepanik, 2018). Such discourses were fuelled by the European 

media with its crisis vocabulary and sensationalist images (Nyers, 2013). Those 

seeking sanctuary soon become a faceless statistic, perceived as an unbearable 

economic, cultural, ideological and even existential threat to Europe (Vaughan-

Williams & Pisani, 2020).  
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1.1 Context of the fieldwork 

In response to the swell of migrants, most of the nations of ‘Fortress Europe’ began to 

close their borders. Sweden, the location of the fieldwork for this study, however, was 

one of the few countries that did not (Lidén & Nyhlén, 2015 for a detailed explanation 

of Swedish refugee policy). Sweden received by far the greatest number of Syrian 

refugees and was the first European nation to offer (initially) automatic permanent 

residency and a right to family reunification to all Syrians arriving at the border 

(McCluskey, 2017). In 2015, Sweden received almost 163,000 asylum applications, 

the highest per capita inflow of asylum seekers ever recorded in a country of the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2017). Since then, 

the Swedish government has amended its asylum policies to include short-term 

residence permits for refugees (Emilsson, 2018). In 2018, when the bulk of my 

fieldwork was undertaken, Sweden had a Syrian refugee population of 109,300 

(UNCHR, 2018) and, globally, Syrians continued to be the largest forcibly displaced 

population, with a figure of approximately 13 million (UNHCR, 2018), although in reality 

the figure is likely to be significantly more.  

 

At the time of writing, the residency permits of many of the participants in this PhD 

were about to expire, posing a continued sense of precarity in resettlement. The 

ensuing scramble for legal support has been accompanied by growing fears amidst 

the resurgence of Nazi ideology in Sweden, with its most far-right party winning 20.6 

per cent of the vote in the recent election (Tuab, 2022). The participants continue to 

seek protection under the Geneva Convention of 1951. It is a poignant reminder that 
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this convention was set up to protect people fleeing repressive regimes after the Nazi 

atrocities of World War II. 

 

Back in 2018, most participants in this study had recently arrived in Sweden and were 

enrolled in the government’s two-year civic orientation programme Etablering 

(meaning to establish oneself).2  Equivalent to a 40-hour working week, the 

programme offered a portfolio of activities and an enhanced package of financial 

support,3 with a book stating its primary aim ‘find a job as quickly as possible so that 

you are able to support yourself’ (Severinsson & Sandahl, 2017, p. 14). Over the 22 

months of fieldwork in this study none of the participants became gainfully employed, 

although several past alumni were in the process of setting up their own businesses. 

Ayda set up a women-only gym (Figure 1) while Dima fulfilled her dream of becoming 

a yoga teacher and now teaches yoga part-time within in the civic orientation 

programme of which she is now an alumni.  

 

Figure 1. Video clip of Ayda who went on to set up a women-only gym 

(Click here to view) 4 

 

Many of the women in the resettlement programme, notably those not responding to 

health interventions such as psychiatric care, physiotherapy or psychological support, 

                                            

2 This programme is aimed at newly arrived migrants with residence permits. Due to the huge 
number of refugees arriving, a specific programme was developed which the women were 
enrolled in. 
3 When compared to unemployed Swedish citizens. 
4 Or copy and paste web link: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ttTtTuybO4s 
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were referred to courses in a specific type of yoga practice, Trauma Center Trauma-

Sensitive Yoga (TCTSY), for those with complex trauma and PTSD. It is important to 

this research to note that men were not referred to these yoga courses. Women who 

completed this two-year civic orientation programme, but remained unemployed,5 

were enrolled in further yoga courses, this time with a longer workshop-style format 

that covered topics such as using yoga to manage back pain, breathing, diet and 

hormonal changes. All yoga courses were held in a fashionable urban yoga studio 

adorned with Hindu and Buddhist paraphernalia (Figure 2) that were also frequented 

voluntarily by Swedish nationals for paid courses. Swedish yoga studios have 

communal lounge areas (Figure 3) and complementary herbal tea urns, which yoga 

participants were encouraged to share after class.  

 

		
 

Figure 2. Hindu and Buddhist paraphernalia from the yoga studio 

Photo credit: researcher (original in colour) 

                                            

5 Some of the women developed the Swedish government’s required skill set, which included 
language proficiency and an understanding of the job market. However, I was told that gaining 
employment largely depended on one’s wider social networks, such as LinkedIn.  
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Figure 3. The Yoga studio (lounge area, shop and reception) and yoga room (with its 

Namaste hands on wall) 

Photo credit: researcher (original in colour) 

 

Little is known of Middle Eastern refugee women’s experiences on the move during 

the ‘long summer’ of 2015 (Freedman, 2016), and even less so of their experiences in 

a yoga course within a refugee integration programme. Women and their children 

made up around half of those displaced worldwide at the time of my fieldwork (Cotterill 

et al., 2017). Given that women are often portrayed as victims in humanitarian 

discourse (Nyers, 2013), essentialised as passive objects of moral compassion 

(Crawley, 2017, 2001a, 2001b; Hyndman, 2004; Malkki, 1995; Pittaway & Pittaway, 

2004), the group of women in the Swedish civic orientation programme yoga courses 

piqued my professional and academic interest. Focusing on their experiences of yoga 

offered me a unique opportunity to probe the large-scale movement of migration from 

Syria to Sweden alongside the study of small movements of women in yoga. The 

YOGA STUDIO AND 
CLASSES
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trauma-sensitive yoga courses represented a rare entry point to contextualise and 

contrast the women’s embodied experiences of forced migration and their lived 

experiences of resettlement, offering new perspectives that interrogate and destabilise 

the often territorially bounded categories of body, citizenship and religion.  

 

It is important to acknowledge the context in which yoga was taught as the Swedish 

civic orientation programme is one of the few refugee integration programmes to 

acknowledge an intrinsic link between physical and mental wellbeing. The book 

accompanying the civic orientation programme notes: 

 

One sign of stress is that you are sleeping badly and feel sad. You may 
also have difficulty concentrating, a poor memory and problems with your 
stomach, headaches or pain in other parts of your body. If you are active, 
eat good food and sleep enough, this helps your body to cope with 
stress. (Severinsson and Sandahl, 2017, p. 192) 

 

Interestingly, this mind–body relationship is also recognised by the United Nations. 

Sam Kahamba Kutesa (2014), then UN president, emphasised this point: ‘For 

centuries, people from all walks of life have practiced yoga, recognising its unique 

embodiment of unity between mind and body. Yoga brings thought and action together 

in harmony’ (p. 1). 

 

1.2 Overview of thesis and research approach 

My research aim is a direct response to a call made by Louise Mansfield et al. in their 

special issue of Leisure Studies on ‘Leisure and Wellbeing’: ‘further research is 

needed to understand the personal and collective processes and mechanisms through 
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which improvements in wellbeing may occur through leisure and under which 

circumstances leisure contributes a destructive influence on wellbeing’ (2020, p. 7).  

 

My aim is to document, then examine, Middle Eastern forced migrant women’s 

experiences of yoga in a European refugee integration programme. I intend to offer a 

more nuanced understanding of embodied experiences of yoga, departing from the 

Swedish civic orientation programme’s political framing of yoga as a path to an 

endpoint of recovery from specific medical(ised) issues (Mitchell et al., 2014) and 

economic viability. I recognise the potential for yoga and more generally physical 

activities to play a significant role in meeting female forced migrants’ actual, rather 

than assumed, needs ‘in regimes of asylum and resettlement contexts’ across the 

globe’ (Collison & De Martini Ugolotti, 2022, p.134).  

 

I have developed a set of research questions to establish current perspectives from 

studies that capture the point of view of participants in yoga and sporting programmes, 

to identify the contributions that the participants in yoga programmes could make and 

establish how such insights could further current understanding(s) of women’s 

experiences in yoga in the power-laden context of refugee integration programmes. 

 

The overarching research question is:  

How did the Middle Eastern forced migrant women participating in my 

study make sense of their bodies in yoga during the Swedish civic 

orientation programme? 
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The research sub-questions are: 

1. How did those enrolled in a yoga course contribute to or complicate current 

understandings of yoga? 

2. What impact and insights do yoga participants reveal when practising yoga as 

a group?  

3. How do such impacts and insights aid further understandings of yoga in refugee 

integration programmes and humanitarian aid more broadly? 

 

This thesis adopts a social constructionist/ interpretive paradigm. An interpretative 

paradigm (Bryman, 2016, [p. 29]) enables me to capture women’s experiences in 

yoga, which include the dynamic nature of human bodies, thoughts, emotions and 

behaviours.  

 

My subjective, interpretive stance aligns, furthermore, with the idea that ‘social 

phenomena and their meanings are continually being accomplished by social actors’ 

(Bryman, 2016, p. 29). In other words, the refugee body is in a constant state of 

becoming (Maliki, 1995) and is not passive or static (Morley, 2001; Nyers, 2013). 

Consequently, I view the subjective lived experiences of women in yoga as socially 

constructed and ever-changing. My interpretivist ontology, focused primarily on 

recognising and narrating the meaning of human experiences and actions (Levers, 

2013), is in synergy with my social constructionist epistemology. My social 

constructionist epistemology enables me to take a critical stance, questioning taken-

for-granted ways of understanding the world (Burr, 2015) and presents an opportunity 

to destabilise the normative narratives of gendered assumptions and perceptions of 
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the traumatised forced migrant, which as mentioned is often territorially bounded by 

categories of body, citizenship and religion.  

 

The history of feminism reminds me that the research choice I made to prioritise how 

women make sense of their bodies and move in yoga was also a political decision 

(Caudwell, 2011; hooks, 2000a). Offering an understanding of yoga in resettlement 

programmes shaped by participants’ experiences, rather than by the socio-economic 

and political interests of their host countries, enables me to complicate the assumption 

that forced migrant women are lacking or weaker than men in resettlement contexts. 

 

I also recognise the role I played as a scholar-practitioner (Singleton & Larios, 2020), 

and that my position as a researcher encompassed my assumptions and prior 

knowledge and experience in yoga (Blaikie, 2003). Being a yoga scholar-practitioner 

presented an exceptional opportunity to address methodological considerations in this 

field. Following other scholar-practitioners, I decided not to bracket out my own 

experiences of yoga,6 but instead to use them in this study to develop an ethical 

feminist participatory research approach to recruit and research my participants.  

 

Furthermore, as I am dyslexic, and rely very little on words to read people and 

situations in the yoga space, it felt comfortable to deploy my own yoga notation 

system. Especially as I had limited access to interpreters, I drew on my corporeal, 

embodied, attuned and affective experiences, honed over the years as a yoga teacher, 

                                            

6 I have taught yoga classes, run workshops and yoga holidays, and delivered accredited yoga 
teacher training courses to enable yoga teachers to train other yoga teachers. 
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to capture bodily data (Vacchelli, 2018; Evers, 2010).  

 

Since 2007, I have taught yoga to refugee women affected by gendered violence 

which has resulted in PTSD and complex trauma issues, initially setting up the first 

yoga courses for refugee women at the Helen Bamber Foundation. After this, I worked 

in managerial and protection roles with charities supporting refugees.7 From 2011 until 

the pandemic, I established and managed a European yoga business and taught and 

ran yoga courses and holidays in most European countries, including Sweden 

(Stockholm, Lapland and Skane county), the fieldwork location for this PhD. In 2016, 

I returned to the UK and continued to teach yoga for specific groups including women 

who were newly-arrived asylum seekers, many of whom had been sex trafficked, 

experienced domestic abuse, had drug or alcohol addictions, or were managing newly 

prescribed medication for their mental health. I also taught yoga in care homes, pupil 

referral units and yoga for pre-schoolers. The yoga industry with its complexities, 

power dynamics and fascinations continues to be central to my everyday life. 

 

1.3 Defining yoga for the purpose of this research 

Given the complex history and variety of forms of its practice, it is necessary to provide 

a definition of yoga for the purpose of this PhD. Yoga is a ‘spectacularly multifaceted 

phenomenon, and as such it is very difficult to define because there are exceptions to 

every conceivable rule’ (Feuerstein, 1998, p. 3). A wide range of practices might be 

                                            

7 Save the Children (2007–08), Red Cross (2006–07), Refugee Arrivals Project (2002–06), 
and Women and Girls Network (2014–22). 
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defined as or considered to be yoga. Drawing on the etymology of the word yoga of 

‘yok’ or join (White, 2011), I define yoga in a practical and philosophical sense. In a 

practical sense yoga has a mental, physical and spiritual8 impact on participants 

(Gopalkrishnan, 2012). The practical definition of yoga enables me to recognise the 

diversity of bodies on the move in forced migration (Doná, 2007) as, not only is this 

seldom recognised in studies of physical cultures and refugee integration programmes 

(Spaaij et al., 2019), but such diversity expands the patriarchal, one-dimensional 

objectification of women’s bodies in yoga. At a philosophical level yoga joins together 

an individual consciousness to a universal consciousness, to create equanimity and 

balance. The philosophical definition enables me to acknowledge both the context of 

forced migration and crucially other aspects of participants’ lives beyond narrow policy 

definitions that have positioned them as lacking.  

 

1.4 Mapping the thesis structure 

This thesis spans seven chapters. Following this introductory chapter, Chapter 2 

explores participants’ experiences of yoga and refugee integration programmes, 

across a range of literature within yoga, physical cultures and forced migration studies. 

Chapter 3 adds more detail about my earlier mentioned research approach, and then 

considers key aspects of my methodology before discussing the research design, data 

collection and analysis with a recognition of all the accompanying blanks and blind 

spots. Chapters 4, 5 and 6 discuss the themes identified in the data and the 

                                            

8 I am defining yoga as a spiritual experience, as it requires exogenous bodily techniques and 
modes of somatic attention that ‘exceed ‘mere’ gymnastics’, and so instead becomes ‘a mode 
of self-inquiry and self-encounter’ (Smith, 2012 p.40). 
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implications for research in yoga, physical cultures and forced migration studies. 

These chapters establish the key themes that contribute to theoretical debates. The 

thesis concludes with Chapter 7, which summarises the findings of this thesis, 

identifies orginal contributions to the field and presents an agenda for making a 

difference. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature review 

In Chapter 1, I acknowledged that not much is known about Middle Eastern women’s 

experiences of being on the move in forced migration in both academia and in 

humanitarian aid. In resettlement, the conundrum of being enrolled in a full-time 

compulsory refugee integration programme aimed at employability and health, while 

participating in a choice-based yoga practice, warrants further analysis. Unlike many 

integration programmes that keep participants separate from citizens, in the secular 

Swedish refugee integration programme in my fieldwork, the participants were sharing 

a very modern urban yoga studio with Swedish citizens. 

 

This chapter analyses discussions of experiences of yoga across a range of literature 

within yoga, physical cultures and forced migration studies. The purpose of this 

chapter is to critically examine this academic literature and identify key theoretical 

debates that are central to understanding the history and present experiences of 

Middle Eastern Muslim9 forced migrant women’s participation in yoga, and other 

physical activities, held within refugee integration programmes. After which, I outline 

key concepts articulated in this chapter’s extant literature. 

                                            

9 During the time of the fieldwork for this study the UNHCR (2018) noted that most refugee-
producing countries had Islam as their dominant faith. 
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The chapter begins by providing an overview of yoga studies. I then establish the 

importance of centring the body as a site of knowledge by focusing on yoga studies in 

TCTSY and phenomenology.  

 

As TCTSY is a physical yoga practice that, unlike other yoga practices, does not focus 

solely on the breath or meditation, this enabled me to collect bodily data with relative 

ease. I draw on phenomenology to investigate the bodily impact of yoga. 

Phenomenology is ‘the study of phenomena as they appear to the consciousness of 

an individual or a group of people; the study of things as they appear in our lived 

experiences (Desjarlais and Throop, 2011, p.88). While, Embree and Mohanty (1997) 

note four tendencies within phenomenology: realist, constitutive, existentialist and 

hermeneutic; I focus on the work of Merleau‐Ponty (1962, 1964, 1968), an existential 

phenomenologist, because of his non-dualistic approach to the body, focus on sense 

perception and concept of reservability – that our sense perception is reversible; we 

can touch and be touched and can see while being seen; are in line with my intention 

to give primacy to the body as an active site of knowledge. 

 

Merleau-Ponty situated the body in its world, being part of it, possessing it and flowing 

over into it. Merleau Ponty’s (1962,1964) term ‘lived body’, which he recasts in his final 

work, The Visible and the Invisible, as ‘chair’ (flesh) to capture its ‘primordial or 

elemental character’ (Morley 2001, p. 75), enables me to situate yoga experiences in 

their wider power dynamics. Crucially it enabled me to include lived experiences not 

related to the policy category of a forced migrant. Morley (2001), in his study of yogic 

pranayama (breath control), states: ‘To breathe is to pull external air into ourselves 
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and rhythmically to release outward something of ourselves’ (2001, p. 76). In doing 

so, he captures the rich potential that an analysis of the yoga body in situ offers to the 

aim of my PhD.  Furthermore, in line with my philosophical definition of yoga (and to a 

lesser extent), I drew on transcendental phenomenology and in particular Husserl’s 

(1931/2012) later work on intersubjectivity using the concept of Lebenswelt – a world 

that people experience together. 

 

In this chapter, having established the importance of the body as a site of knowledge 

(Section 2.1), I critique the universality of the yoga body (Section 2.2; 2.3). And the 

importance of situating yoga in its political context of a refugee integration programme 

(Section 2.4), as this context problematises or ignores, in particular Muslim women 

(Section 2.5). After that, I make a conscious decision to focus on studies that 

showcase participants’ experiences of refugee integration programmes (Section 2.9), 

and in line with my constructionist approach, take heed of studies that capture a group 

dynamic to such experiences (Section 2.10). Then, after I establish what is currently 

known (and especially what is not known) regarding female Muslim forced migrants’ 

participation in yoga in refugee integration programmes, I outline the key concepts 

articulated in this chapter’s extant literature.  
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2.1 Acknowledging embodied experiences in yoga as a site of 

knowledge 

Yoga is almost impossible to define because of the wide range of practices that could 

be considered yogic (White, 2011). Yoga today is a popular physical practice, usually 

held in a modern urban yoga studio and taught predominantly as a physical practice 

which is rooted in a male yoga lineage. In academic terms this is known as modern 

postural yoga. This is a physical fitness regimen made up of a sequence of bodily 

postures (De Michelis, 2005) which together make up an hour-long yoga class in an 

urban yoga studio. This yoga practice is often marketed as an opportunity to create 

an Instagram-ready ‘yoga body’. The work of Andrea Jain (2014, 2020) provides a 

useful critique of this mass marketing of yoga that creates the neoliberal yoga body, 

which signifies beauty, strength, flexibility and a body free from the stresses and 

strains of modern life. Jain also reveals the complex power dynamics in yoga studios, 

which are similar to those in the yoga studio the participants in my fieldwork attended. 

 

Despite yoga’s popularity, it is only in the last two decades that the yoga body became 

a subject of analysis in yoga studies. This stands in contrast to the ‘corporeal turn’ in 

the 1960s–1970s in anthropology and sociology, which saw the body as a subject 

through which to analyse historical and social phenomena, rather than just a biological 

given. There remains much debate in anthropology and sociology as to what it means 

to inhabit a body. Mountz (2018) provides a useful feminist overview of this debate, 

emphasising that women’s bodies are a useful subject to study to understand how 
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‘power acts to control, regulate, confine, produce, construct, delimit, gender, racialize, 

and sex the body’ (p. 759). 

 

Mountz concludes with a call, which is very much in line with the approach of this 

thesis, ‘to attend to the analytics and messy experiences, the violence and trauma 

exercised upon precarious bodies, carried across generations and into the present 

and collective future’ (2018, p. 766). From my perspective, I view participants’ bodies 

in my fieldwork, in line with Karen Barbour’s definition of embodiment as ‘a person’s 

biological (somatic), intellectual, emotional, bodily, artistic and spiritual experiences, 

within their cultural and geographic location’ (2018, p. 220). Embodiment, Barbour 

argues, is not completely arbitrary, and she notes that there are ‘individual differences 

in knowing’ (2018, p.221), which include race, gender, sexuality, ability, history and 

culture. To this list I would add faith, specifically how meanings of faith are channelled 

and expressed in bodies engaged in yoga practice. 

 

Next I present a historic overview of the yoga literature to establish current 

understandings of the yoga body. Then I analyse two earlier mentioned discrete 

bodies of work, TCTSY and theoretical yoga studies, that draw on the work of Merleau-

Ponty and that position the body itself as a site of yogic knowledge.  

 

Until the 2000s, yoga experiences were examined in the literature in relation to 

associated religious and vernacular texts and generally situated within the field of 

religious studies. Marcel Mauss, perhaps drawn to the increasing availability of 

academic translations of South Asian yoga texts, noted a potential richness to a 
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sociological engagement with the bodily practices of yoga. The Sanskrit texts of yoga, 

argues Mauss, provided fertile ground to explore the relationship between ‘mystical 

states’ and body techniques (1935/1973, pp. 86–87). This could ultimately bring 

together the understandings of embodied techniques of the biological, psychological 

and sociological sciences. It was Eliade (1958), however, a renowned scholar of 

religion, in his landmark book, Yoga: Immortality and freedom, who laid the 

groundwork for a Western understanding of yoga, and called for a practice-based, 

rather than a textual, analysis of yoga. 

 

This call was not answered, surprisingly, until 2005 with the publication of Elizabeth 

De Michelis’ (2005) seminal book, A history of modern yoga. De Michelis’ book traced 

the current boom of yoga as a physical (and meditative) practice from its ideological 

roots in the esoteric circles of late eighteenth-century Bengal, before tracing its main 

developments to date. In doing so, De Michelis (2005) shifts the focus away from 

religious presuppositions towards the first typology of modern yoga. Modern yoga 

refers ‘to certain types of yoga that evolved mainly through the interaction of Western 

individuals interested in Indian religions and a number of more or less Westernised 

Indians over the last 150 years’ (2005, p. 2). While Elizabeth De Michelis’ (2005) book 

was pivotal in this shift, there is much detail, including findings from this thesis, to be 

added to this comprehensive yet sweeping depiction, which the author herself later 

conceded (De Michelis, 2008; Wildcroft, 2018). 

 

Within De Michelis’ typology is a physical practice known as modern postural yoga, 

which places the body as central to experiences in yoga. Singleton’s (2010) canonical  
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book Yoga body reinforced the primacy of the yoga body as a site of academic 

knowledge as he focused on the socio-cultural background and motivations of the 

male lineages of modern postural yoga, such as the Krishnamacharya lineage, which 

includes B.K.S. Iyengar (Iyengar) and Pattabhi Jois (Jois).10 Singleton’s (2010) book 

crucially was one of the first to mention women, albeit fleetingly. Nonetheless, 

Singleton and other yoga and sports academics (Alter 1997, 2004, 2006; Jain, 2014, 

2020; Schwind, 2015; Strauss, 2005; Vertinsky & Weedon, 2017) had finally placed 

the body as central to yoga’s ever-evolving history. This literature covers a significant 

period, and shifted the focus from the entextualised yoga body towards an embodied 

analysis and a lens on social, cultural and political contexts. In my PhD, I add a focus 

on forced migration.  

 

Many quantitative yoga studies have focused on the physical practice of yoga and 

established that physical yoga asanas ease the nervous system, reduce the stress 

responses (Ross & Thomas, 2010), facilitate focus (Staples et al., 2013), facilitate 

mind-body awareness (Khalsa, 2004) and coordinate breath and movement (Staples 

et al., 2013). Nonetheless, it remains difficult to build a body of knowledge based on a 

comparative analysis of yoga studies that focus on a physical practice because such 

a practice is rooted in one of many modern postural yoga lineages, all of which are 

very different from one another.  

 

                                            

10 Their photos, even today, are often revered, in the front of modern postural yoga classes. 
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It is therefore significant that, since 2011, there has been a growing body of academic 

literature noting the efficacy of a physical yoga practice known as TCTSY (Justice 

Resource Institute for overview, 2022). Collectively these studies centre the fleshiness 

of the body and note that trauma creates chemical and anatomical changes in the 

brain and changes in physiological systems (Emerson & Hopper, 2011). These studies 

also demonstrate that yoga participants make gains and improve their wellbeing over 

time. The first review of these studies was by Nolan (2016), who went as far as to 

tentatively state that TCTSY is a successful treatment for trauma held in the body. 

Similarly, Rousseau and Cook-Cottone (2018) documented its promise as a treatment 

for PTSD. Within these studies Rhodes’ (2015) thematic data analysis of participants’ 

experiences of TCTSY emphasised the term ‘peaceful embodiment’, which she 

describes as a greater sense of ownership and control of the body, thoughts and 

emotions in line with an intentional focus on an embodied analysis of yoga from 

participants’ perspectives. 

 

Dave Emerson, the founder of TCTSY, was influenced by Bessel van der Kolk’s 

seminal book The body keeps the score (2014). In this book van der Kolk 

acknowledges the impact that Kardiner’s book The traumatic neuroses of war (1941) 

had on developing the premise of his book to include the body in trauma recovery. 

Kardiner notes that World War I veterans experienced ‘traumatic neuroses’ (which 

today is known as PTSD, and that trauma is the reason for referral to TCTSY) which 

had a physiological basis. In other words, Kardiner recognised that the entire body 

responds to trauma. Emerson drew on this body of work and encouraged an entire 

body response to yoga by emphasising a choice-based approach to moving in yoga. 
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He saw a yoga participant’s body as a site for self-governance. He manifested this 

with the use of invitational, optional (rather than instructional) language and forgoing 

certain words such as yoga pose (which denotes a performance to be judged) for a 

yoga form or shape (West et al., 2017). This focus on transmitting the ethos of TCTSY 

through the controlled use of language, however, seems counter-intuitive, as it was 

included in talking therapies to redress the lack of acknowledgement that the body 

keeps the score (van der Kolk, 2014) in trauma (Black, 2020). This has obvious 

relevance to my thesis focused on TCTSY courses with yoga teachers and participants 

who do not have a shared language. Furthermore, until recently TCTSY studies were 

conducted by a small cohort of US TCTSY teachers and Nolan (2016) concludes that 

further research is needed with different populations in diverse settings and was the 

reason Emerson was supportive of my PhD (Appendices). This PhD is written from 

the perspective of a non-TCTSY-trained yoga teacher in a European compulsory 

refugee integration programme. 

 

Consequently, due to the lack of attention given to the body in the transmission of 

TCTSY, I turn my attention to yoga studies that centre the body using Merleau-Ponty’s 

work as their theoretical frame to anticipate embodied experiences in yoga. A growing 

number of academics are drawn to the work of Merleau-Ponty as it provides fecund 

soil for researching mind–body practices in physical cultures (Allen-Collinson, 2011; 

Crossley, 1995). It is to this group of studies that I turn my attention next. Of specific 

relevance to this thesis is Merleau-Ponty’s (1962, 1964) theories of the non-dualistic 

and active body. His embodied, non-dualistic philosophy has been applied to many 

contemporary studies of yoga (Anderzén-Carlsson et al., 2014; Atkinson, 2010; 
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Leledaki, 2014; Nevrin, 2008; Morley, 2001; Sarukkai, 2002; Smith, 2007, p. 31; 

Persson, 2010; Ylönen, 2012; Humberstone & Cutler-Riddick, 2015). 

 

Merleau-Ponty’s (1962, 1964) theory of lived experiences and the habit-body is 

important in my research, as it encourages a fuller appreciation of the power of women 

as individuals with their own personal and social histories, in line with the work of Abu-

Lughod (2002). This focus will shift conversations away from women’s bodies merely 

as (bio)political holders of policy categories such as refugee status (Bakewell, 2008) 

and consequently an assumed victimhood (Malkki, 1995) towards a richer 

understanding of lives lived in ever-moving contexts of resettlement. Unfortunately, 

most phenomenological yoga studies, while they hold the potential to shift the focus 

to lived experiences beyond forced migrant categories, still provide a 

theoretical/aspirational rather than actual account of experiences in yoga and this in 

itself is somewhat disembodied. 

 

The few phenomenological yoga studies that do capture participants’ experiences are 

noteworthy. In line with my earlier definition of embodiment, they expose the subtleties 

of embodied experiences in yoga for different populations and collectively present 

personal experiences of yoga (Humberstone & Cutler-Riddick, 2015; Leledaki, 2014; 

Anderzén-Carlsson et al. 2014). Of note is Anderzén-Carlsson et al.’s (2014) Swedish 

study which explored the sense of wholeness yoga participants unexpectedly attached 

to a uniquely Swedish medical yoga practice known as medi-yoga. They observed 

how participants (five women and one man) did not engage with yoga as a linear, 

prescriptive journey towards healing and recovery or, as Rhodes (2015) might 
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surmise, ‘peaceful embodiment’. Instead, their lived experiences led to an increased 

sense of wholeness; an integration of past and present experience as another way of 

being in the world. This sense of wholeness closely corresponds to their entire sentient 

experience, past and present, and adds a fleshier account to theoretical yoga studies 

that focus on the yogic concept of tatvas (Morley, 2001), chakras and nadis (Persson, 

2010, p. 805). 

 

While the focus in yoga studies is on participants who choose to practise yoga, there 

is nonetheless an emerging body of studies that focus on those who are not practising 

yoga of their own volition. Instead these practitioners were recommended, prescribed, 

directed or even required to practise it on medical, psychological or political grounds. 

This is true for the participants in my fieldwork who were prescribed yoga as a medical, 

psychological and political fix for their ‘traumatic neuroses’ (Kardiner, 1941) created 

by forced migration. Studies that analyse the effectiveness of yoga as a political fix for 

particular populations include: yoga in prisons (Auty et al., 2017, a meta-analysis of 

studies; Godrej; 2022; Kovalsky et al., 2020; Muirhead & Fortune, 2015; Norman, 

2019), yoga for women experiencing eating disorders (Douglass, 2010), for those who 

have experienced domestic violence and abuse (Clark et al., 2014) and, as mentioned 

earlier, in Sweden to improve poor mental health with ‘medi-yoga’ (Anderzén-Carlsson 

et al., 2014).  

 

Collectively these studies demonstrate the importance of positioning participants’ yoga 

experiences in their wider power political context and show that, while yoga 

experiences are personal, they are likely to become politicised. With the exception of 
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a few recent studies, TCTSY rarely recognises the political context in which it is taught 

and thus, in assuming that yoga participants are in control of their wellbeing, ironically 

normalises ‘submissiveness to larger and often invisible regimes of gendered and 

capitalistic inequality’, as Black puts it (2020, p. 286).  

 

It is essential to note the context as this underscores the paradox of a choice-based 

TCTSY practice held in a compulsory civic orientation programme setting. In doing so, 

I will redress the lack of attention to the context in which yoga is taught in TCTSY and 

most yoga studies that use Merleau-Ponty as their theoretical frame. Situating yoga 

experiences in their political context, argues Vertinsky, is not for the faint hearted as 

‘politics goes nowhere without movement’ (2012, p. 517). Yoga is so malleable that its 

history can be read from a variety of perspectives and it has evolved through constant 

transformations, localisations and cross-fertilisations (Alter,1997; De Michelis, 2005; 

Singleton 2010; Strauss, 2005). 

 

Strauss firmly situated the yoga body in its context as ‘one in which colonialism, 

nationalism, globalization, gender and body politics are all writ large’ (2005, p. ix). 

Vertinsky states that the yoga body is ‘Alluring to historians of physical culture 

examining the human body as a cultural text while exploring the roots and shoots of 

an “assemblage” of movement practices and body techniques in modernity (Deleuze 

and Guattari 1982)’ (Vertinsky, 2012, p. 518). Of relevance to this PhD are nationalism, 

gender and Islamophobia. Feminists however argue that Merleau-Ponty’s notion of 

the lived body is not so embodied after all and is ill-fitting to explore power dynamics, 

as he does not recognise that the lived body as a physical body also bears the 
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attributes of gender, race and immigration status which shape subjective experiences 

(Barbour 2004; Crossley, 1995; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2016; Haraway, 1988; Moi, 1999; 

Sarukkai, 2002; Young, 1990;).  

 

Studies that do focus on the impact of context on marginalised bodies bear obvious 

relevance. The few phenomenological studies that do consider wider power dynamics 

importantly use participants’ yoga experiences to complicate or muddle such wider 

social constructs and it is there that I turn my attention next. Humberstone and Cutler-

Riddick (2015) studied older women practising yoga, and found they experienced yoga 

as the beginning of an increased sense of wholeness, felt as a sense of personal, 

mutable accomplishment. Their participants focused on an internal pursuit of body 

acceptance rather than ‘aspirational’ body maintenance, fuelled by the young, lithe, 

slim bodies found on the cover of most yoga magazines. Humberstone and Cutler-

Riddick’s (2015) older participants’ yoga accomplishments provided a counter-

narrative to wider societal ontologies of aging bodies as bodies in decline. Thus, they 

disturbed the socially constructed ontological position of older bodies as ‘over the hill’.  

 

Atkinson (2010) in a study with Ashtanga yoga participants notes that yoga is an 

internal non-competitive practice and that bodily reactions such as pain, sweat, aches, 

strains and fatigue may be experienced in an unexpected and atypical manner. Yoga 

decisions are individual and a private matter, with participants feeling ‘virtually alone, 

using breath, movement and introspection to contribute to their lived experiences in 

yoga’ (p. 1258). Atkinson found that participants utilised yoga beyond a power-as-

performance sport and calls into question the current understanding of sport as 
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competitive, as this type of power is internal, unifying and flexible. Atkinson notes: 

‘One does not need to exert masteries over their bodies or others in order to derive a 

sense of accomplishment or success through the practices’ (2010, p. 1265). It is 

important to note that power in this PhD refers not to simply a physical, ‘macro’ 

toughness, but a deep ability to hold, shift and embody a variety of emotions while 

moving (Ahmed, 2004).  

 

Both Atkinson’s (2010) and Humberstone and Cutler-Riddick’s (2015) studies create 

a valuable counter-narrative in their positioning of participants’ yoga experiences to 

trouble wider patriarchal power dynamics. Both focus on yoga experiences as holding 

the power to suspend wider maps of meaning in relation to power, held in sport as 

requiring mastery of the body (Atkinson, 2010) and in societal prefigured gendered 

identifiers of aging women’s bodies (Humberstone & Cutler-Riddick, 2015). These two 

studies, along with Anderzén-Carlsson et al.’s (2014) earlier mentioned study, are of 

relevance as they demonstrate yoga is experienced as an internal pursuit of body 

acceptance rather than aspirational body maintenance, such as a body relieved of 

stress and medical issues (Anderzén-Carlsson et al., 2014), a more youthful 

appearance (Humberstone & Cutler-Riddick, 2015) or a competitive practice 

(Atkinson, 2010). The few studies that do provide a more nuanced understanding of 

embodied experiences of yoga, departing from the Swedish civic orientation 

programmes’ political framing of yoga as a path to an endpoint of recovery from 

specific medical(ised) issues (Mitchell et al., 2014), bear obvious relevance to this PhD 

(Section 1.1). 
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In sum, to ensure a focus on embodied experiences in yoga I reviewed TCTSY and 

theoretical yoga studies that draw on the work of Merleau-Ponty. Both however seldom 

account for the power dynamics that yoga is taught in, and they fail to take account of 

the political context in which yoga is taught. 

 

2.2 On the universality of the yoga body 

It is imperative to pay heed to the political context that yoga is practised in, because it 

has shaped, hidden and ignored the contributions that women have made to yoga 

studies. Indeed, this androcentric focus in yoga studies underpinned my decision to 

choose women-only yoga courses for my fieldwork. Modern yoga emerged from India 

and was introduced to the West in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries (Alter, 2004; 

De Michelis, 2005). While yoga today is viewed as a relaxed practice of gentle 

stretching for women, this stands in contrast to the parallel Indian story that dominates 

yoga studies of yoga as a strengthening practice for male bodies to aid empowerment 

and resistance (Shaw & Kaytaz, 2021). 

 

Female yoga practitioners play an important role in modern yoga and, despite being 

discouraged from participating (Nagla, 2006), were engaged in yoga since its 

inception, yet remain largely ignored (Bevilacqua, 2018). In yoga studies, women’s 

bodies are not considered subjects of yogic knowledge; instead their bodies have been 

objectified (Black, 2020; Westoby, 2021; White, 2011) as a distraction that hinders the 

ascetic male yoga practitioner (Nevrin, 2008). Only recently has the history of women 

in yoga started to emerge (Westoby, 2021). There are many key female figures in 

yoga history, including Indra Devi (1899–2002), who also trained with 
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Krishnamacharya and popularised yoga in America (Figure 4) with the help of celebrity 

Hollywood clients such as Gloria Swanson and Greta Garbo (bibliography by 

Goldberg, 2015). Devi’s story, like so many other women including Tao Porchon-

Lynch (biography Porchon-Lynch et al., 2015), remains largely untold and despite 

recent bibliographies, their valuable contributions are rarely acknowledged. 

 

 

Figure 4. The record sleeve for Indra Devi's home yoga course, 1963. 

Credit: Public Domain Mark 

 

This lack of attention to women’s embodied contributions in yoga reminds me of why 

feminist theorists have long centred the body in socio-political analysis. Berila et al. 

(2016) in their book Yoga, the body, and embodied social change: An intersectional 

feminist analysis, however, argue that feminist discussions of the body still often 



 

31 

unintentionally privilege discourse over material embodiment. I avoid focusing on 

discourse over embodiment, or mind over matter, as it reinforces the Cartesian mind–

body dualism which privileges the mind as absolute and the body as merely relational 

to it. Pittaway and Bartolomei (2001) refer to this split more broadly as a process of 

‘othering’ which positions women’s bodies in further binaries of reason–emotion, 

financially empowered–financially impoverished, and balanced–unbalanced. The 

male side becomes valorised and the other belittled (Neimanis, 2014; Gaard, 2001, p. 

158).  

 

‘Othering’ thus explains a conundrum in yoga studies that, while the history of yoga is 

presented as a male history, most yoga practitioners today are women. In fact studies 

report that approximately 80 per cent of yoga practitioners today are women (Merskin 

2011; Shaw & Kaytaz, 2021; Yoga Journal, 2016; Zuckerman, 2020) Consequently, 

my thesis on women’s experiences of yoga contributes to redressing this questionable 

focus on a male yoga history. 

 

Another conundrum in yoga studies is that, while women and their experiences in yoga 

have historically been ignored, female yoga bodies dominate the mass media today. 

Exploring women’s bodies through the lens of the mass media, argues Shaw and 

Kaytaz (2021), tells us more about prevailing gender norms than about yoga itself. 

Douglas (1970/2004), one of the first to note the symbolic significance of the body and 

the interdependence of the physical body and the social world, states simply: ‘the 

social body constrains the way the physical body is perceived’ p. 72). Thus, how the 

body is read and what it symbolises is, argues Douglas, often context-specific. That 
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is, pain held in the bodies of the women in my fieldwork study has been defined as 

rooted solely in forced migration. 

 

The root of the one-dimensional concept of the female yoga body can be  traced to 

Mary Bagot Stack’s gendered framing, who from the 1930’s developed the first UK 

mass keep-fit system for women (Kaplish, 2018b).This was marketed as a tool to 

enhance feminised bodily markers of suppleness, posture, health, youth and beauty 

(Kaplish, 2018b; Newcombe, 2019; Vertinsky, 2012).  This stands in contrast to the 

earlier mentioned framing of yoga as a tool for male empowerment. This positioning 

of women in yoga reflects their historical positioning in physical cultures and, as 

Channon (2014) points out, reflects a more widely recognised ‘hierarchy between the 

sexes which largely privileges men at the expense of women’ (p. 588). 

 

The one-dimensional focus is reflected in the predominance of female bodies in 

Instagram yoga imagery (Bailey et al., 2022). Hinz et al. (2021) performed a content 

analysis of 800 posts by female yoga practitioners on Instagram and found that the 

female yoga body is represented as white (75%), thin (80%), under 40 (90%) and able-

bodied (100%). Several studies (Dolezal, 2011; Merskin, 2011; Strings et al., 2019; 

Webb et al., 2017a, 2017b) have documented similar findings within the print media, 

including best-selling US yoga magazine Yoga Journal.11 Vinoski et al. (2017) 

analysed the covers of 40 years of Yoga Journal and found that most yoga bodies 

were white and in their 20s and 30s and that ‘trends in model body size matched shifts 

                                            

11 At the time of writing, the most popular global (in terms of circulation) yoga magazine. 
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in culturally dominant body ideals over time’ (p. 1). Collectively they cast a critical eye 

over the cover pages of yoga publications including Yoga Journal to argue that the 

images of thin, flexible, white and wealthy females signal an exclusive yet supposedly 

universal female yoga body. These studies have identified a default ideal yoga body 

and shape, which Strings et al. (2019) refer to as a ‘technology of femininity’ rooted in 

racism, ageism and fattism. 

 

A thread running through most feminist yoga studies is that these one-dimensional 

mass-marketed yoga images of women symbolise more than physical attributes. 

Berila et al.’s (2016) yoga anthology adds additional intersections, showing that female 

yoga bodies are assumed to be healthy, employed, secular and without injury. This 

reflects the aspirational bodies of refugee integration programmes, including the 

Swedish civic orientation programme. Shaw and Kaytaz (2021), guest editors of the 

recent yoga special issue of Anthropology and Medicine, succinctly summarise that 

yoga can be seen ‘As a tool to attain dominant gendered ideals of spiritual and physical 

well-being’ (p. 288). In Markula’s (2014, p. 166) study of Yoga Journal covers, she 

used a Foucauldian discourse analysis to critique this relationship and found that, 

while the covers promote female self-liberation, they do so through the frame of 

neoliberal governance. These findings are consistent with other studies critiquing the 

neoliberal governance of the female yoga body (Humberstone & Cutler-Riddick, 2015; 

Jain, 2014, 2020; Berila et al., 2016; Black, 2020). Andrea Jain’s book Peace love 

yoga (2020, p. 5) developed this concept further with her term ‘neoliberal spirituality’ 

and the one-dimensional and ‘aspirational’ body as an exemplar of balance, wellness, 

success, freedom and self-care. 
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Farah Godrej (2017, p. 785) broadens this critique to argue that modern postural yoga 

holds the potential to create a neoliberal subject and that yoga participants are often 

unwittingly engaged in broader projects that encourage submission to political, 

capitalist and gendered hierarchies. Historically, women were encouraged to 

participate in physical exercises, such as yoga, to control their perceived irrational 

bodies and their individual maladies, with exercise techniques to inspire self-control 

and self-worth (Singleton, 2005, 2010; Vertinsky, 2012, 2014). Such yoga techniques 

were seen as enabling women to fight the effects of stress caused by a swiftly 

modernising society (De Michelis, 2005; Jain, 2014). In my fieldwork, in a biopolitical 

sense the Swedish government had transposed women’s fight for stress release from 

forced migration into a collective social malady that needs to be ‘cured’. 

 

This use of yoga to inspire a sense of bodily control reflects a common assumption in 

key yoga texts on emotion. Swami Vishnu-Devananda, in his book Meditation and 

mantras,12 states: ‘Emotions have no place … in Yoga, and, because they are bound 

up with attachment, they are [to be] rigorously uprooted’ (1978, p. 167). Emotions are, 

as Nervin (2008) argues in his theoretical phenomenological yoga study, passions to 

be overcome, to achieve a sense of balance in yoga. It is important to recognise, 

however, that modern postural yoga is likely to involve a spectrum of emotionalities 

and these are key to understanding embodied experiences in yoga. Furthermore, such 

emotionality is also perceived to be rooted in othered bodies, whose hyper-emotional 

behaviour is not seen as reflective of the productive, rational and measured model 

                                            

12 This is a core teaching book in all International Sivananda Yoga Vedanta Centres and in 
most yoga teacher training. It is a renowned and established book, published by Penguin. 
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citizen in refugee integration programmes such as the one in my fieldwork. Reframing 

emotions felt in yoga as a source of embodied knowledge (2.12.2) and focusing on 

them as a reliable source of yoga knowledge is therefore an intentional feminist act. 

 

2.3 Current limitations in yoga studies  

In my fieldwork yoga was held in a yoga studio and it is still important to acknowledge 

the power dynamics at play in such a space, as Jain (2020) touched upon. Berila et 

al. (2016) and Mostafa-Kamel (2015) both critically reflect on urban yoga studios as 

inaccessible spaces for those who do not fit the stereotypical image of the female yoga 

body. Berila et al.’s (2016) anthology critiquing such spaces is of note. The contributors 

argue that the media-driven objectification of the female ‘Insta’ yoga body has led to 

many potential yoga participants feeling excluded from the yoga studio environment. 

Consequently, yoga in these studios does not represent an inclusive physical yoga 

practice that can be adapted for women of diverse ages, body types and abilities, and 

potential yoga participants view the studio as an oppressive and heteronormative 

space that is to be avoided. In my fieldwork, the participants did not have any choice 

but to attend yoga in such a yoga studio, which presented a rare opportunity for yoga 

participants rarely seen in these studios to give their perspective(s) of them. Their 

experiences were key to understanding how such inaccessible yoga spaces are 

experienced by those who are marginalised and seldom heard there. 

 

While I welcome these yoga studies that critique the exclusive yoga studio vibe and 

its one-dimensional ‘yoga bodies’, they do, albeit unintentionally, reinforce a one-

dimensional image of the female yoga body. This image does not reflect my 
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experience of teaching yoga to women since 2007 outside of such spaces (where, in 

fact, most people learn yoga). In my experience, many races, sizes, ages, ethnicities 

and cultures practise yoga. This resonates with the work of Mostafa-Kamel (2015), 

who notes in her thesis critiquing Montreal yoga studios that such a dominant narrative 

culture ‘speaks to a small fraction of society and fails to represent the vibrant diversity 

in our city’ (2015, p. 4). Thus, my fieldwork presented a rare opportunity to analyse 

subjective accounts of yoga in an urban yoga studio from the point of view of a 

marginalised group of women. And this perfectly positioned this thesis to amplify 

Long’s (2016) point in her DVD The uncommon yogi: A history of Blacks and yoga in 

the US that the marginalised have always practised yoga; it is just that they are seldom 

spotlighted in yoga studies. 

 

Thankfully, a growing number of feminist yoga studies are already starting to emerge 

outside of the urban modern studio. These studies complicate the notion that the 

stresses and strains of modern life are the only bodily experiences women bring to 

yoga. Of note is Humberstone and Cutler-Riddick’s (2015) above-mentioned study 

which complicates the ontology of the aging female body as one of degeneration. 

Other relevant publications deploy phenomenology (Champ, 2013; Leledaki, 2014) 

and ethnography (Bailly, 2014; Buckingham & Degen, 2012; Tilley, 2017) to aid further 

embodied analyses of yoga. 

 

This turn towards women’s bodies is significant, as many of the male founders of 

modern postural yoga have recently passed, several of whom were accused of sexual 

harassment and abuse (Remski, 2019). These revelations were amplified by the 
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#MeTooinYoga movement and thankfully homage to such male lineages is shifting. 

My focus on TCTSY contributes to this growing body of academic yoga studies that 

separate physical yoga practices from modern postural yoga lineages. This shift has 

become known as post-lineage yoga, a term coined by Wildcroft in her thesis (2018), 

then developed in her book (2020). Wildcroft states: 

 

Yoga … is at the forefront of an increasingly visible evolution, in reaction 
to both guru-transmitted, orthopraxic yoga lineages, and more recent 
hyper-individual and neoliberal yoga brands. The emergence of this 
openly contested cultural landscape is what some commentators are 
calling the ‘New Yoga paradigm’ (Horton 2014: 4), and I am describing 
as post-lineage yoga. (2018, p. 13) 

 

It is important to recognise women in yoga and the wealth of experience they hold to 

complicate the patriarchal one-dimensional objectification of women’s bodies in yoga.  

 

Next, I turn my attention to yoga studies that focus on Muslims’ experiences in yoga. 

Sadly, it soon becomes clear that, while the rich history of yoga as a religious practice 

has been investigated within Hinduism (Singleton 2010; De Michelis, 2005) and 

Buddhism (Eliade, 1958), it has not in Islam. A relationship does exist between Islam13 

and yoga, however, and this dates to the twelfth century (Burchett, 2019; Parikh, 2015; 

Diamond, 2013) and has recently been unearthed by art historians Debra Diamond 

(2013) and Rachel Parikh (2015). Parikh’s (2015) study is significant as she analysed 

key books alongside artwork and notes that one early Islamic treatise refers to the 

                                            

13 While I realise that there are many branches of Islam, some of which differ significantly from 
Middle Eastern women’s faith, the point is that there has been an unnecessarily slow 
emergence of a link between Islam and yoga despite a long history between the two. 
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human body as a microcosm of its wider universal macrocosm, which is in line with 

the philosophical definition of yoga (Chapter 1). In this PhD, analysing Muslim yoga 

participants’ embodied yoga experiences will redress this current and questionable 

lack of focus on Muslim participants’ yoga experiences, and this will be done with an 

embodied rather than textual (or art) analysis of yoga. This will re-energise a seldom 

observed connection between faith and yoga that is not necessarily derived from 

Hinduism or Buddhism.  

 

Muslim women practising yoga hold the potential to complicate current understandings 

of modern postural yoga as solely a physical practice, devoid of religion (De Michelis, 

2005). Elliot Goldberg (2016), in his critique of modern postural classes held in yoga 

studios, states that the overtly religious practices and paraphernalia (such as Om 

symbols, candles and incense) are mere performative veneer and decoration. 

Conversely, scholar-practitioner Sarbacker notes that, even in the most secular 

environments, yoga still retains a ‘glimmer of its mystique and spiritual appeal’ (2014, 

p. 102). Moreover, the yoga experiences captured in Wildcroft’s thesis (2018) 

demonstrate that the devotional and religious elements that De Michelis (2005) 

describes as absent from modern postural yoga were very much present in her 

participants’ experiences of yoga. In my PhD, the women’s embodied experiences 

contribute to this debate and importantly include Islamic perspective(s) on yoga. 

 

While embodied religious experiences may emerge, especially in my chosen choice-

based yoga practice, in my fieldwork yoga was taught in a compulsory refugee 

integration programme. Since there are no studies exploring this complexity in yoga, 
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it is useful to draw on studies of physical cultures in refugee integration programmes 

to establish what is currently known (or not known) about participants’ embodied 

experiences in them. Spaaij et al. (2019) in their meta-analysis note that just a few 

studies (Evers, 2010; Ley et al., 201714) paid attention to the body and emotions as 

core components of behaviours and experiences. Instead, with the exception of some 

applications of belonging theory, much of the theoretical underpinning of this literature 

privileges cognition, for example social capital or acculturation. There remains a gap 

in knowledge of participants’ embodied experiences of physical cultures in refugee 

integration programmes, and this PhD will redress this by including Muslim 

participants’ experiences of them. Such experiences are important because most 

forced migrants are from Muslim-majority countries and, as already established, are 

seldom acknowledged in yoga studies.  

 

Despite this lack of attention to experiential understanding in studies of physical 

cultures in refugee integration programmes, there is a growing body of literature in 

studies of physical cultures that does focus on an embodied analysis which this PhD 

will contribute to. Such studies are wide ranging and include Mansfield & Maguire 

(1999) study of women rituals of women in an aerobics class, Thomas Carter’s (2018) 

book On running and becoming human, Wacquant’s (2004) book, Body and soul: 

Notebooks of an apprentice boxer, McNarry et al.’s (2021) study on competitive 

swimmers as ‘thermal beings’ and Atkinson (2017) study on Ashtanga yoga and the 

sensuality of sweat. 

                                            

14 Incidentally, the programme Ley et al. discuss was a potential site for my fieldwork but, after 
discussion with a programme director of In Sport I Am, I learned that the programme included 
yoga, but it was not its sole focus.  
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2.4 Situating yoga in its political context 

My PhD crucially also takes into account the power dynamics that shape female 

embodied yoga experiences. Since the early 1980s feminists have noted the 

relationship between gender and power and built a strong foundation for analysing 

gender, the body and its relationship to power in sport (Mansfield et al., 2018). This 

PhD offers a rare opportunity to focus on women’s embodied and subjective yoga 

experiences due to a choice-base yoga practice, held in the context of a compulsory 

and power-laden refugee integration programme. It will therefore be feasible to 

contextualise the women’s navigation and negotiation of forced migration and 

contribute a gendered dynamic to forced migration studies which analyse asylum 

regimes and ‘illegal’ migration routes from a variety of analytical perspectives (e.g., 

Khan, 2020; Khan & Cailhol, 2020; Suzuki, 2016; Lewis, 2010, 2015; De Martini 

Ugolotti, 2020).  

 

While yoga experiences are embodied and personal, I have shown that for women 

and Muslims they are obscured by wider political power dynamics. One limitation of 

yoga studies (in TCTSY and those using Merleau-Ponty as their theoretical frame) is 

that they are ill-fitted to explore power dynamics as both sets of literature rarely 

recognise bodily signers such as gender and race and the hijab15 which shape yoga 

experiences for some.  

 

                                            

15 ‘Despite common misconceptions that the hijab refers to a headscarf, the Islamic concept 
of hijab has a more comprehensive meaning. It is mostly used to refer to the practice of 
covering the head, arms and legs’ (Khalil, 2018, pp. 4-5).  
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Next, I draw on studies of yoga and nation-building, while taking heed of the historical 

positioning of women in sport and draw attention to the impact power dynamics in 

nation-building programmes have on women and on Muslims. I am reminded that the 

TCTSY literature also does not account for the context in which yoga is taught. 

Although TCTSY ‘may construct individuals as subjects in control of their own 

freedom, … they may invisibly and unwittingly reinstate their individuals as objects of 

inequitable regimes that benefit patriarchal and capitalist structures’ (Black, 2020, p. 

286). I recognise the importance of context and the clear mismatch between the 

choice-based philosophy of TCTSY and the fixed aims and mandatory attendance of 

the refugee integration programme featured in my fieldwork. 

 

I initially draw on nation-building studies because the impact of power dynamics on 

Muslim women is seldom acknowledged in studies of refugee integration 

programs.Refugee integration programmes can be seen as nation-building 

programmes, as the focus is often to subsume a marginalised group into an existing 

national body politic. Yet the patriarchal, racialised and Islamophobic undercurrents to 

them, hidden in my fieldwork site under the warm glow of a choice-based yoga 

practice, are difficult to grasp. Consequently, I broaden my literature review to include 

yoga and studies of physical cultures that do take heed of such power dynamics in 

relation to women and Muslims. 

 

The women in my fieldwork were offered a seemingly transformative person-making 

project to improve their health and wellbeing in resettlement.  Several studies 

(including Singleton, 2010; Alter, 1997, 2006, 2015; Chakraborty, 2007; Shaw & 
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Kaynaz, 2021; Jain, 2020) note the historical use of yoga to build healthy nations. Jain 

(2020, p. 132) states that, when yoga is deployed in such a way, it quickly becomes a 

tool for collective self-care and salvation. However, the mechanism for this could be 

seen, in line with Black’s (2020) and Jain’s (2020) earlier points, as a tool to benefit 

masculine authority. Gendered hierarchies were reproduced and reinforced as women 

and not men were referred to TCTSY courses. When I draw on yoga studies that 

critique the neoliberal yoga body (Jain, 2014, 2020; Berila et al., 2016; Black, 2020), I 

acknowledge the androcentric focus in yoga studies, and the historical use of yoga to 

dispel stress in women (Singleton, 2010; Vertinsky, 2012). It is clear to me that yoga 

cannot simply be tied to the politics of nation-building and the governance of women’s 

bodies. Instead yoga must be viewed more broadly to include centuries of patriarchal 

yoga history.  

 

Secondly, a growing body of yoga studies focus on nation-building programmes and 

their relationship to Islam. In 2014, Narendra Modi, India’s Prime Minister, in his first 

address to the UN General Assembly offered yoga as India’s gift to the world and 

requested an International Day of Yoga to be marked every 21 June. Modi, in 

promoting a ‘Hindu-ness’ (Hindutva) view of Indian culture through yoga (Jain, 2020, 

p. 96), ignored other Indian faiths such as Islam, instead emphasising an imagined 

link between yoga’s origins and Hinduism. His mass orchestrated demonstrations of 

yoga, including his Guinness World Record attempt of the biggest mass yoga 

demonstration outside the Mysore Palace,16 mask centuries of Islam’s history. Jain 

                                            

16  The same location as Krishnamarchya (founder of Modern Postural Yoga and an esteemed 
Hindu Sanskrit scholar), yoga demonstrations (Figure 39). 
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(2020), with her ‘Hindu origins position’, states that Modi has ‘an essentialising and 

exclusionary take on yoga, which he defines as a Hindu practise’ (p. 132). 

 

Anusha Kedha (2020), in her yoga study, notes the impact of this exclusionary 

perspective on India’s Muslim population, arguing that Modi: 

 

has further entrenched the binary of the tolerant, ‘civilized’ Hindu and the 
intolerant, ‘irrational’ Muslim Other within the Indian national imaginary. 
In contrast to the notion of Muslims as militant, ideologically rigid, and 
intolerant (of difference), yoga performs the Hindu nation as flexible, 
yielding, open, and tolerant. (2020, p. 42) 

 

The transnational roots of modern postural yoga (Singleton, 2010) explains why 

Hinduism and yoga are linked together today by most Western yoga studios and yoga 

teachers. There is much Hindu paraphernalia in yoga studios (pictures of Hindu gods 

and Hindu altars) and tattoo sleeves are popular among yoga teachers and include 

Om’s, Ganesh and Sanskrit words. Given the ever-changing nationalities of forced 

migrants from Muslim-majority countries, and that religious persecution is one of the 

five precursors to refugee protection under the 1951 Geneva Convention, this is a 

point worth making. 

 

In sum, studies have established that, when yoga is situated in its wider socio-political 

context, a power dynamic is revealed that positions certain bodies, in my case 

women’s and Muslims’, in yoga differently. Unlike the artificial policy category of the 

forced migrant, a Muslim and/or women’s body is (almost) impossible to hide and 
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reminds me of hooks’ point that only ‘the person who is most powerful has the privilege 

of denying their body’ (1994, p.137). 

 

2.5 Positioning participants’ in refugee integration programmes as 

lacking 

The women in my fieldwork were positioned differently to men through the requirement 

to attend yoga class as part of their refugee integration programme. The focus of the 

refugee integration programme was for women to achieve health and economic 

viability. This reflects Spaaij et al.’s (2019) review of the literature on physical cultures 

and refugee integration, which notes that most focus on health and employment, which 

together encourage self-reliance and aid a smooth integration. Next, after establishing 

the relatively recent turn to the body in humanitarian aid, I will explore mainly Swedish 

studies pertaining to the health and employment of participants in refugee integration 

programmes, and resettlement, and situate this research accordingly. 

 

While there was a turn towards the body in anthropology and sociology in the 1960s 

and 70s, it was not until the late 1990s that a similar shift occurred in studies of 

humanitarianism and aid. With ever-squeezed humanitarian aid budgets and an 

increasingly crowded field, humanitarian aid programmes were promoted to ensure 

that participants would become self-reliant and financially independent (Carpi et al., 

2020; Uehling, 2015). It was easy to frame and mould participants in this particular 

way, as their experiences are seldom included in humanitarian aid project planning. 

Rather, humanitarian aid programmes draw on the established rhetoric of forced 
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migrants, especially women, as being vulnerable (Nyers, 2011), indeed representative 

of a ‘bare humanity’ in dire financial need of rescue and protection (Malkki, 1995). 

Humanitarian aid programmes amplified traumahood in those they were ‘saving’ and 

soon trauma became a means to concretise and evidence victimhood (Fassin & 

Rechtman, 2009) and to thus establish a programme’s worth.  

 

This ‘cure’, however, was politically loaded. Uehling’s (2015) study of resettlement 

notes a shift in focus from human rights towards the effectiveness of forced migrants 

in working towards the self-reliance deemed necessary for successful integration. This 

neoliberalism of the racial17 state puts the onus on the forced migrant to take 

responsibility for her life in resettlement. Crucially it also detracts from the negative 

impact that asylum policies, processes and spaces have on her opportunities for 

health, wellbeing and sociality in resettlement (Canning, 2017; Crawley, 2001a, 

2001b; Fassin, 2011; Fassin & d'Halluin, 2005; Mayblin, 2020). 

 

While many studies of physical cultures in refugee integration programmes link poor 

health to the context of forced migration, most tend to focus on pre-migration and 

forced migration itself, not the resettlement context (Ley & Rato Barrio, 2019; 

Mohammadi; 2019; Spaaij & Oxford, 2018). Ley et al.’s (2021) study of physical 

activities including some yoga in their Movi Kune programme found, crucially, forced 

migrants’ health affected by living in prolonged uncertainty and liminality. This link 

between poor health and the resettlement context shows the potential of yoga as a 

                                            

17 Even though forced migrants are not a race of people, racism is clearly experienced by 
forced migrants who are new to Europe.  
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tool to challenge the positioning of forced migrants as carriers of trauma originating 

‘over there’, rather than ‘here’. 

 

2.5.1 ‘Politics of trauma’ 

The word trauma is common in most contemporary Western modern postural yoga 

classes, and often refers to a throw-away comment that denotes an everyday 

annoyance such as stumping a toe on a misplaced yoga prop. It perhaps is no surprise 

that this seemingly catch-all word is sometimes critiqued as a luxury First World 

construct or problem (Scheper-Hughes 2008). Nonetheless there is a growing trend 

in the use of therapeutic yoga to remedy problematised, precarious, unpredictable or 

volatile migrant bodies suffering somatic symptoms, as was the case for the women 

in my fieldwork.  

 

The symptoms and expressions of trauma vary across different countries and 

populations (Good and Hinton 2015).	Somatic symptoms are often expressed as a 

presence of many aches and pains in different parts of the body, typically representing 

a culture-specific expression of psycho-social distress (Kirmayer, Isaac et al., 1995; 

Kirmayer, 2012) and trauma (Hinton and Good 2015). While aches and pains, or 

travelling pains in the form of unexplained medical symptoms (Coker, 2004), in 

themselves do not necessarily denote mental ill-health, they may do, and the lack of 

acknowledgement of them as psycho-social distress is significant.  PTSD is one of the 

few psychiatric disorders defined by its causes and not solely rooted in behavioural 
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symptomology. It is often defined by a significant singular event and the diagnosis is 

given to those who have experienced war, either as a refugee or a war veteran.18  

 

Nichola Khan (2016b), expanding on the ‘politics of trauma’ and migration in her book 

Mental disorder’, highlights the tendency for research to focus on a singular originary 

traumatic event—an analytic move she criticises for typically squeezing associated 

moral, social, political and spiritual implications into very individual sets of, usually 

psychological, consequences. This diverts attention from the political circumstances 

that created the conditions for violent attacks. In the context of my fieldwork, individual 

diagnoses of PTSD diverted attention from the continued presence of former 

colonisers (Sakhawy, 2015) in the lead-up to the Arab Spring, the intentional harm 

caused by making forced migrants use smuggling routes usually used for drugs and 

arms (Coşkun, 2015; Freedman, 2016) and persistent economic and social 

inequalities in the process of resettlement (Santana de Andrade, 2020; Lewis, 2010; 

De Martini Ugolotti, 2020). The prescription of yoga for those diagnosed with, or 

presumed to have, PTSD, is a useful tool for the Swedish authorities as it distracted 

the focus from wider political domains mentioned in other studies (Canning, 2017, 

2019; Freedman, 2016; Lamb, 2020) that, for example, perpetuate harm to forced 

migrant women. Rather, I argue that the very real and life-long experiences of trauma 

caused by the conditions of war was transposed in Sweden into the rationale for a 

collective social malady in the bodies of female forced migrants that, in many cases, 

                                            

18 The founder of TCTSY (the practice used in my fieldwork), Dave Emerson, created TCTSY 
based on his experiences teaching yoga to American veterans of the Vietnam War. 
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was evidenced through a medical diagnosis of PTSD, and the need to be ‘cured’ 

(Section 2.5).  

 

Since PTSD is one of the few psychiatric disorders defined by its causes, a common 

criticism is that a PTSD diagnosis pathologises normal distress (Khan, 2016b). Asylum 

seekers in Sweden suffer another psychiatric disorder defined by a cause, that is the 

asylum bureaucracy. It also pathologises bodily responses to extreme stress, and is 

known as Uppgivenhetssyndrom (resignation syndrome), precisely a biological 

expression of trauma related to the long processing times of family asylum claims 19.  

 

Furthermore, this medical diagnosis is given specifically to children and adolescents 

of asylum-seeking parents. Von Knorring and Hultcrantz (2020) academics in Child 

and Adolescent Psychiatry and Clinical and Experimental Medicine, provide a 

historical overview: 

 
In the beginning of the 2000s, an increasing number of asylum-seeking 
children in Sweden fell into a stuporous condition … We report 46 
consecutive children with the most severe form of this illness where the 
children were unable to give any response at all, did not react to pain, 
cold or touching, could not be supported to sit or stand in their feet, could 
not do anything when requested. (p. 1108). 

 

While this is one of just a few psychiatric studies of Uppgivenhetssyndrom, relevant to 

this study’s situated perspective on trauma (also Sallin et al., 2016), of particular 

interest is a study by Butler (2020) which problematises the focus on ‘fantasies of a 

                                            

19 Children and young people have also been given this diagnosis at an Australia’s offshore 
processing policy in the pacific Island of Nauru (Frontières, 2018). 
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national future that the child as a politicised object presents’ (p. 337), an argument 

germane to the very real impact that expectations of resettlement place on the child. 

Strong parallels can be drawn with the women in my fieldwork who were, despite their 

forced migration ‘victimhood’ (Fassin & Rechtman, 2009), expected, as the earlier 

mentioned (Section 1.1), civic orientation book demanded, to ‘find a job as quickly as 

possible so that you are able to support yourself’ (Severinsson & Sandahl, 2017, p. 

14).  

 

The second focus among studies on physical cultures and refugee integration 

programmes is employment, which is linked to economic self-reliance. While the 

UNHCR (2011b) views self-reliance as a key to success in host countries, economic 

self-reliance was unlikely for the women in my fieldwork, according to many Swedish 

and European employment reports. These note a significant difference between 

employment rates between refugees and native-born citizen. This difference is larger 

in Sweden than in most European Union countries and the rest of Scandinavia 

(Eurostat, 2016; Bucken-Knapp et al., 2018; Alden & Hammarstedt, 2014; Bevelander 

& Irastorza, 2014) which suggests that forced migrants face higher levels of societal 

exclusion and structural racism. 

 

Notwithstanding, Sweden was one of the only European countries to welcome the 

recent influx of refugees (Chapter 1) and adapted and organised an impressive two-

year civic orientation programme to improve employment opportunities, through 

activities such as yoga, business internships, and Swedish language classes. Yet the 

refugee integration programme in my fieldwork was held in one of Sweden’s most 
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economically deprived areas, which took the lion’s share of refugees due to the 

government compensation scheme (Lidén & Nyhlén, 2015). This made it all the harder 

to find ‘a job as quickly as possible’, or pushed its participants to take a low-paid job 

for which they were overqualified. A working paper on labour market policies for 

refugees in five Northern European countries notes that in general employment in 

Sweden is very unlikely among migrants, especially female migrants, and goes on to 

note that ‘The Sweden … integration programme has performed less good than 

expected. In Sweden one third of the participants are working or in education after 

finishing the programme’ (Joyce, 2017, p. 38).  

 

Furthermore, this report comparing integration policies in five North European 

countries found that men and women have different opportunities to access work, 

social and health-related programmes in resettlement countries. Men are consistently 

directed towards work opportunities, while women are directed towards social and 

health-related integration programmes (Joyce, 2017). While on the one hand, I chose 

this fieldwork location as it was one of the few refugee integration programmes that 

did acknowledge the gendered dynamic to forced migration, the literature informs me 

that the civic orientation programme in my fieldwork study had placed women in a rare 

position to find both employment and better health. These two seemingly contradictory 

starting positions are explored further in the findings chapters. When taking into 

account the forced migration dynamic in resettlement, it is clear that the women in my 

study were unlikely to find employment, that their intense distress had been 

medicalised and, as they were Muslims living in a city that was keen to ban the hijab 

(critiqued later) and thus, as studies of nation-building yoga suggest, remained 
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excluded, their bodies had become borders within borders, as Ahmed (1999) 

surmises.  

 

In sum, aspects of refugee integration programmes reflect the politics of nation-

building which create a nation-state-centred vision of society, dependent on and 

sustained by global inequalities. In Sweden and indeed Europe there is a current 

resurgence of ethno-nationalism (Elgenius & Rydgren, 2019) and, even when 

citizenship is granted for forced migrants, those othered by normative narratives 

continue to be seen as a threat to the harmony of the nation (Thangaraj et al., 2018). 

Such bodies, regardless of citizenship status, provide the shadows to the shape and 

form of the healthy body politic (Zylinska, 2004). While the nationalities of forced 

migrants change as they reflect the many wars and conflicts that erupt continuously 

across the globe, their embodied signals – spoken accents and skin colour – keep 

them on the margins, as studies suggest (Fassin, 2009, 2011; Fassin & d’Halluin, 

2005). Thus, othered bodies, such as of the Muslim female forced migrants in my 

fieldwork, are kept on the margins at the non-normative resettlement starting-position, 

trying to break through seemingly relentless racial and political dynamics in 

resettlement. 

 

2.6 On aspirational rather than actual participant experience 

Few of the studies reviewed in Spaaij et al.’s (2019) meta-analysis focused on yoga 

and most focused on male-dominated physical activities such as football. That said, 

this body of studies is important and is explored next as it enables me to explore the 

power dynamics of using physical cultures – in my case yoga – to aid integration. I 
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also take issue with the focus on aspirational rather than actual participant experiences 

of physical cultures in refugee integration programmes.  

 

While there is a significant number of studies on refugee integration programmes, 

Neumann (2016) is arguably the most extensive and important because in his review 

of 1,451 studies of Australian refugee integration programmes (between 1940 and 

2016) he notes that just ten focused on physical cultures with forced migrants. This is 

perhaps no surprise as physical cultures such as yoga and sport, in general, have less 

tangible outcomes than those focused on creating a CV, developing interview skills, 

passing citizenship tests or learning dubious national ‘values’. And yet in these studies 

there was a focus on the importance of a healthy mind and body, thus highlighting the 

importance of the body, in refugee integration programs. 

 

From 2016, in parallel with the mentioned growing broader political and policy 

concerns concerning forced migration, literature relating to physical cultures with 

forced migrants began to flourish (Spaaij & Oxford, 2018). This more recent literature 

revealed an overarching focus on ‘plus sport’ programmes (Coalter, 2007), which 

mirror neoliberal values and cast ‘every human behaviour and activity in 

entrepreneurial terms’ (Brown, 2015, p. 40). I use neoliberalism, as Brown states, ‘as 

a governing rationality that disseminates market values and metrics to every sphere 

of life … It formulates everything, everywhere, in terms of capital investment and 

appreciation, including and especially humans themselves’ (2015, p. 40). In doing so, 

it bestows responsibility on individuals to be ‘entrepreneurial actors, resulting in new 

political and social subjectivities’ (Jain, 2020, pp. 33-34). Ultimately participation in 
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‘plus sport’ programmes simply reaffirms the established gender, racial and religious 

lifestyles of the host culture, which is the aim of most after all.  

 

As established above, it was very unlikely that the participants in my fieldwork would 

find suitable employment and their extreme distress was medicalised along the lines 

of resignation syndrome. Consequently, the civic orientation programme, like most 

refugee integration programmes, operates within a deficit-driven paradigm. This 

deficit-driven paradigm is well oiled since, Spaaij et al. (2019) note in their meta-

analysis, few studies of refugee integration programmes include participants’ 

experiences of them. This is why dominant assumptions made by those in power 

remain so very difficult to shake. Afrah Abdulla (2017), herself a recent Syrian refugee 

and former participant of the Swedish civic orientation programme featured in my 

fieldwork (albeit a few years earlier), welcomes future research that critically explores 

this deficit-driven approach, as it dismisses the perspectives of those enrolled in such 

programmes. A study by Jeanes et al. (2015) is one of relatively few studies to take a 

critical approach and suggest a shift away from top-down approaches and 

resettlement policy rhetoric. A Swedish study focused on the post-2014 enrolment of 

Syrians in Swedish refugee integration programmes,20 notes that, until migrant voices 

are included, there will not be effective governance of refugee integration.  

 

Some researchers argue that inclusion is ‘imperative for scholars and practitioners’ 

(Bucken-Knapp et al., 2018, p. 233) as some studies feed into dominant narratives 

                                            

20 Including the civic orientation programme the participants were enrolled in in my fieldwork 
location. 
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due to poor methodology considerations. For example, in her 2019 study with forced 

migrants participating in sports clubs in Germany, Stura noted the negative impact of 

forced migration on their lives. This finding was not, however, drawn from the 

participant’s own accounts, but from the club official’s interpretation of their forced 

migration experiences. The danger of ignoring participants’ own accounts of their 

experiences is that it becomes all the easier to impose the expected narrative. 

 

Some academics, however, have intentionally showcased forced migrants’ strength 

and resilience (Spaaij & Oxford, 2018) and, while welcome, this is also problematic as 

it presents another one-dimensional image of the refugee. Baker-Lewton et al.’s 

(2017) study of Sudanese men and football challenges the dominant political and 

media representations of migrants as traumatised, by championing their capabilities, 

knowledge and resources. While this brings a seemingly welcome focus, it dovetails 

with the rhetoric of the deficit-driven paradigm. By demonstrating the participants 

success in an integration programme, it has inadvertently reinforced the participants’ 

non-normative starting position which positions them as lacking in such programmes. 

 

Instead, acknowledging the diversity of participants in refugee integration programmes 

is critical to halt the understandings of trauma created by wider power dynamics as a 

social malady in the bodies of female forced migrants. Moreover diversity is seldom 

focused on in any marginalised group or community even though, as Collins (2010) 

argues, it presents an opportunity to deconstruct the marginalising narratives that 

curate and control lives. The few studies that do recognise the diversity of forced 

migrants in refugee integration programmes include Amara et al.’s (2004) UK report 
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on the role sport and education play in the social inclusion of forced migrants and 

Stack and Iwasaki’s (2009) study on the role of leisure pursuits in adaptation 

processes among Afghan refugees who have immigrated to Canada. Crucially, I will 

contribute to critical debates on the feminist dimensions of physical activities in 

integration programmes for forced migrants (Spaaij et al., 2019, 2022) by deploying 

an overlapping and critical praxis to capture diverse (gender, ability, age, education 

background, etc.) experiences. This focus is important because, as Mohanty argues, 

the ‘particular is universally significant’ (2003, p. 501). My interpretivist approach 

enables me to deconstruct the one-dimensional understanding of a diverse group of 

participants on the move in a refugee integration programme.  

 

The socially constructed narratives of forced migrants lead to narrow, target-driven 

integration frames that miss the key ways that forced migrants survive and give 

meaning to their lives in resettlement, and crucially actively undermine survival 

practices which are often subtle and difficult to grasp. Carpi et al. (2020), in their study 

with Syrian refugees in an employment outcome-driven integration study in Lebanon, 

noted that, while participants failed to meet its employment objectives,21 opportunities 

were created for participants to (re)build a social life. Although this was not an intended 

aim, one participant stated: ‘If I hadn’t joined this chocolate-making course, I’d have 

stayed in the house all day, getting bored. This experience has definitely enlarged my 

social networks’ (Carpi et al., 2020, p. 9). Such experiences reinforce the argument 

that refugee integration programmes should move away from biopolitical policy-driven 

                                            

21 Due to potential Lebanese employers not wishing to be under observation by Lebanese 
General Security for hiring Syrian nationals. 
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categories that privilege forced migration as the principal explanatory factor. Rather, 

here was the very human need to connect and make new friends. Bakewell (2008) 

and Bassel (2010) both question the relevance of such policy categories as they 

ensure large groups of forced migrants remain invisible in research and policy. 

 

This review of the literature on physical cultures in refugee integration programmes 

has revealed a need for further critical experiential studies focused on subjective 

accounts. The one-dimensional understanding of participants found in many policies 

and studies is difficult to shake as participants rarely are given a platform to contest or 

at least muddle such understandings. In line with Wittels and Mansfield’s call in their 

study on weight stigma in a public health weight management programme, instead of 

stigmatising participants or seeing them as in some way deficient, learning spaces 

should be created ‘for ethical and respectful knowledge exchange about physical 

activity, health and wellbeing’ (2021, p. 342). This PhD research, with its ontological 

approach that participants hold a multiplicity of lived experiences, research methods 

that amplify participants’ voices and a social constructionist epistemology enabled me 

to critically analyse such taken-for-granted assumptions.  

 

2.7 Repositioning female forced migrants as actively engaged 

In my fieldwork, the participants’ yoga experiences were shaped by their obligation to 

attend the mandatory civic orientation programme and move through a set of activities 

while their attendance was monitored. It is clear that they were subjected to regulation, 

surveillance and discipline. Much has been written about biopolitics and forced 
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migration and how it often reduces bodies to a discursive script onto which those in 

power inscribe their particular tales.  

 

This was made easier due to the othering of female Muslim forced migrants, whose 

agency has been ignored as they are positioned as vulnerable and ‘at risk’. On the 

other hand, men are deemed a ‘risk’ to host societies, as Ghorashi (2021) argues in 

her theoretical study analysing the Dutch discourse of migration with its taken-for-

granted classifications of the other. Men are, it seems, the proprietors of agency in 

resettlement and this, Ghorashi states, shows a strong underlying gendered logic of 

feminine vulnerability and masculinity as a threat. Ghorashi ends with a call, in line 

with my PhD, for studies that unsettle the normalising power of othering. Next I focus 

on studies analysing how mainly women shape their experiences of refugee 

integration programmes and in resettlement, and inadvertently challenge their ‘at risk’ 

status. These studies focus on how embodied experiences or the body itself 

challenges normative narratives, which is very much in line with my ontological 

approach to include the body.  

 

Hartmann (2017) in her study of women in refugee reception centres in Germany 

recognises the limitations of such a contained context but instead focuses on the 

agency and creativity the women held in shaping their everyday lives in such spaces. 

Ghorashi et al.’s (2018) study of asylum seekers living in a Dutch asylum seeker centre 

also recognises, like many studies on refugee integration programmes (De Martini 

Ugolotti & Caudwell, 2022), the liminality to time (and how time intersects, as waiting 

time, time scales, wasting time, arrested time) in such spaces. Instead however, she 

notes that the lack of connection felt in this in-between space presents an opportunity 
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for reflection, which can lead to a type of agency, albeit, a restricted or situated type 

of agency. This, argues Ghorashi, holds the potential to transform the asylum seeker 

centre into a place where existential meanings can emerge (even if partial). This 

agency and transformation potential has positive implications for asylum seekers’ 

wellbeing and longer-term integration in the Netherlands.  

 

Uehling (2015), in a study of a US integration programme, known as a Relationship 

Education Programme, for resettled Burmese forced migrants, also crucially focused 

on the agency participants hold. While Uehling’s earlier mentioned study drew on 

Foucault’s concept of governmentality to develop her term responsibilisation22, I use 

governmentality to refer to the power and administration of the state being used to 

subjugate, regulate and objectify a population and how its biopolitics reduces refugees 

to their corporeality and moulds them into a universal human subject (Malkki, 1995, p. 

378; Foucault, (1978-9/2008); Agamben, 1998). Uehling (2015) found that her 

participants did not responsibilise and follow the assumed trajectory of the 

programme, which would have changed their whole concept of the world. Instead, the 

participants drew on a range of temporalities from past and present experiences to 

create their version of life in resettlement. Collectively, these studies are important to 

this PhD because they acknowledge that participants resist being reduced to ‘bare 

life’, that is, without political agency (Agamben, 1998) in resettlement.  

 

                                            

22 I define responsibilisation as the process whereby subjects are rendered individually 
responsible for a task which previously would have been the duty of another (usually a state 
agency) or would not have been recognised as a responsibility at all (Uheling, 2015). 
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The Swedish refugee integration programme examined in this thesis is refreshing, 

however, as, unlike most refugee integration programmes, it did recognise that the 

forced migrants in their programmes held agency. This was demonstrated by the 

content of the civic orientation programme book, which recommended participants 

take active control of their bodies to unify their mental and physical health (Section 

1.1). This aligns with Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) theory of embodied subjectivity which, 

as Purser (2018) notes in her phenomenological study with dancers, underpins a 

movement practice that is both physical and mental, embodied and cerebral.  

 

2.8 Centring the body in yoga 

Next, I turn my attention to yoga studies that recognise and explore agency held in the 

body (Subsection 2.12.2). Drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s theory of lived experience 

enables me to draw on participants’ individuality and histories and the choices they 

make. Consequently, I draw on studies that recognise the body is not simply ‘matter’ 

shaped by individual will or social forces, but instead represents constitutive elements 

of subjectivity and being-in-the-world (Merleau-Ponty, 1968).  

 

Persson’s (2010) study of Satyananda23 yoga is of note as she centres the agentic 

body in her analysis of yoga experiences. She drew on Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) work 

to explore the trauma (resulting in depression, illness, injury and perplexing 

psychosomatic experiences) that her mainly female participants were experiencing. 

Persson (2010) argues that, if embodiment is the medium for having a world, then a 

                                            

23 Satyananda is a yoga practice in the male lineage of modern postural yoga. 
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crisis within must be embodied. Crucially, Persson recognises the agency that 

participants hold to heal their embodied crisis, by clearing energetic bodily fields, 

realigning pathways and removing blockages through their active engagement with 

yoga. Theoretical yoga studies add further detail to Persson’s study, by suggesting 

that an embodied crisis or stress may manifest as a shortness of breath (Morley, 2001; 

Lyon, 1997), a difficulty in balancing or altered posture (Green, 2002; Jackson, 1983; 

Kleinman, 1982), or a wavering mind (Sarukkai, 2002). Collectively these yoga studies 

establish that there is a delicate and complex web to the many embodied habits which 

comprise being human. And crucially they do so through centring the body, which is 

in line with my ontological intention to include the body as a site of knowledge in this 

PhD (2.12.2). 

 

I am also inspired by Persson’s (2010) theoretical framing of her participants’ individual 

maladies, as this provides fertile ground for me to contest the individualisation of the 

trauma of the women in my thesis (2.5.1). Persson (2010) as she too grasps the 

complex ways body–world relations were experienced by her participants to note that 

the pain held in their bodies was not likely to be due to individual afflictions, but instead 

manifestations of disturbances within relationships and lifeworlds (Das, 2006; 

Desjarlais, 1992; Devisch, 1984/1993). That is, while the participants reached out into 

their world, all of its phenomena, circulating as energy, movement, stillness, 

obstruction, flow and chaos, reached into them.  

 

Persson’s concept of the yoga body reflects my earlier mentioned philosophical 

definition of yoga (1.3) and I draw on her theoretical framing of the body in yoga as it 
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enables me to take this critical approach to the political deployment of yoga as a tool 

to remedy women’s broken bodies. Otherwise, the wider political domains that 

perpetuate harmful practices for women, including the participants of this thesis, 

during forced migration and resettlement are maintained (Collison & De Martini 

Ugolotti, 2022). Mohamed, in her study with female forced migrants new to Canada, 

states: ‘Focusing on [women’s] vulnerability places the problem on women rather than 

on the aggression and discrimination perpetuated against them because they are 

women’ (1999, p. 52). Significantly, the women in my fieldwork experienced unsafe 

routes to sanctuary (they used the same illegal routes used by arms and drug 

smugglers), limited and problematic provisions, increasingly restrictive policies and 

enhanced deportation practices (Canning, 2017, 2019; Freedman, 2016; Lamb, 2020). 

Persson’s (2010) ‘embodied crisis’ holds in its wake the potential for a global and 

enduring legacy in female forced migrants. I also draw on the work of Gail Parker, a 

scholar-practitioner who notes that ‘the body registers the pain of ethical and racial 

wounding’ (2020, p. 102) yet, since this is not acknowledged by wider society, it 

remains hidden and unhealed, and holds potential to be passed to future generations 

(Parker, 2020). 

 

It is important for this thesis to focus on the agency held by women in their resettlement 

journeys and muddle or disrupt the earlier mentioned static, passive, fixed categories 

of women in humanitarian aid policy and programmes. Significantly, capturing how the 

participants in my fieldwork dynamically interrogate the world and (re)produce, 

construct, contest and resist their othering as women is a critical focus of my thesis. 

In sum, this thesis contributes to studies that recognise the impact of the biopolitical 
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approach to forced migrants, but focuses on agency and dynamism in lives lived in 

resettlement. This focus holds the potential to subvert the rhetoric which has 

positioned certain bodies as lacking or weak, while at the time being careful not to 

present a polarised narrative by focusing only on agency held in bodies.  

 

2.9 Muslim bodies in sport and refugee integration programmes  

Studies that recognise the nuances of the agency held by Muslim women in sport are 

useful to draw on to avoid polarising narratives. While I am keen to draw on Muslims’ 

embodied experiences in sport, as when digesting studies on salah (prayer) and 

fasting, I am reminded of just how physical Islam is. The rhythms of salah are practised 

up to five times a day, and often more during Ramadan. The almost month-long fast, 

depending on how it is interpreted, at least involves abstaining from food and drink 

from sunrise to sunset, from one full moon to the next. It requires grit to participate in 

sport during Ramadan, yet this level of agency in the body is seldom a focus in studies 

with Muslim women in sport. This is because, as Samie (2013) in her study of 

basketball notes, the debate on Muslim women in sport remains somewhat fixated on 

hijabs.  

 

Muslim women’s bodies are therefore seen as aphysical and are seldom the focus of  

studies with Muslim women in sport. This stands in stark contrast to popular thinking 

around the female body in sport with its focus on a woman’s agentic use of her sporting 

body to express new and alternative identities (Samie, 2013). That said, it is important 

to attend to studies focused on a woman’s changing relationship with her hijab 

because it is part of each woman’s body schema (Shilling, 2012). And thus it presents 
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an opportunity to introduce nuances in the monolithic understanding of Islam, often 

rooted in an epistemological Eurocentric bias in sport studies, as noted by Agergaard 

(2016) and Hussain and Cunningham (2022) in their meta-analysis of them.  

 

The most obvious signifier of Muslim faith for a woman is her hijab. The hijab however 

has sadly become the most powerful cultural signifier of otherness in European 

debates over integration (Salih, 2004). During my fieldwork, Swedish politicians were 

trying to ban the hijab. Frisk and Gillette (2019) Swedish study noted that:  

 

Between February 2002 and November 2018, Swedish politicians from 
the Centre, Christian Democrat, Moderate, Liberal and Sweden 
Democrat parties proposed policies to ban clothing variously referred to 
as the ‘burka,’ ‘full-covering veil,’ ‘face veil’ and ‘niqab’ (Arabic for face 
veil) at least 38 times, six at the national level and thirty-two at the 
municipal. (Frisk & Gillette, 2019, p. 271)  

 

This proposed ban is another example of how Muslim women’s faith is perceived as a 

problem and a barrier to integration, rather than, as this thesis aims to show, an 

integral part of wellbeing and thus key to integration.  

 

It was impossible to examine the experiences of Muslim women in the civic orientation 

programme without establishing the various meanings the women attached to their 

hijabs. It was not just a piece of clothing; instead very much part of a woman’s body 

map (schema), and determined how she moved. This was especially so in yoga. As 

Atkinson (2010) and Garrett (2001) note, yoga participants often move in atypical and 

unfamiliar ways and this turns everyday understandings of bodies, quite literally, on 

their head. In my fieldwork the women’s concerns about revealing hair meant that they 
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bent forward (bending over from the hips and drawing the face towards the knees) 

less during yoga. This relationship was secondary also, like the white stick for the 

partially sighted man mentioned by Shilling (2012) and specifically in Hockey and 

Allen-Collinson’s (2007) reflections on athletes’ ‘haptic relationships’ to clothing (and 

equipment). While the hijab did not exactly match the topography of the women’s 

physical bodies, it was very much part of their body schema and therefore an important 

change to observe in line with my ontology of including embodied experiences. 

 

Therefore, while I am in agreement with Samie (2013), who notes the importance of 

capturing bodily experiences beneath the hijab, I also include the relationship the 

women have with their hijabs. Focusing on the women’s changing relationships with 

their hijab enables me to redress an assumption noted in some studies of physical 

cultures that women must overcome their faith or culture before they can freely 

participate in sport in a Western context (Samie, 2013, 2017).  

 

Next, I draw on Benn et al.’s (2010) concept of embodied faith as this enables me to 

explore the nuances of Islam as told through an embodied analysis of faith. Benn et 

al.’s (2010) rare edited collection Muslim women and sport, with mostly Muslim 

contributors from 14 countries, including some in the Middle East, whom together 

reconceptualise the body as actively engaged in and central to Muslim women’s 

experiences in sport. The contributors acknowledge the social whole of the lived body, 

which is in line with my philosophical definition of the yoga body as a microcosm of its 

wider macrocosm. Benn et al. (2011) explain that faith is ‘embodied’ as the 
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presentation of the body, appearance, physicality, social interaction and 
behaviour is integral to religious identity, to lived reality of the daily 
embodiment of religious belief. Embodied faith reflects outward 
manifestations inseparably connected to internalised belief. (Benn et al., 
2011, pp. 23-24) 

 

The concept of ‘embodied faith’ enables me to explore religiosity in yoga and include 

decisions made at a bodily level, in line with Barbour’s (2018) notion of embodied ways 

of knowing (Chapter 3).  

 

Given that yoga is compulsory for some participants in the civic orientation 

programme, whether the women feel comfortable in a Swedish (rather than their own) 

definition of women-only spaces will likely be revealed in clothing choices. There is a 

refreshing growth in studies that focus on how women and girls adapt their hijabs to 

enable (rather than disable) participation in sport and physical activity programs. 

These studies demonstrate an agency to clothing decisions and so introduce nuance 

to assumptions about homogenous religious cultures and this is in line with my feminist 

intention to recognise the multiplicity of lives lived in resettlement. Agergaard (2016) 

analysed how Muslim girls (aged 13 to 17 years) in Denmark adapted their religious 

and cultural frames of reference as told via clothing choices to ensure participation in 

mixed-sex sport. The girls wore leggings under shorts, long-sleeved shirts and/or a 

hijab, to determinate how, not if they participated in football. Rana’s (2017) 

ethnographic study with Muslim Dutch kickboxers of Moroccan heritage also reveals 

the ways women choose to cover their bodies, to ensure participation in a mixed-sex 

martial art.  These studies focus on the active and meaningful relationship(s) women 
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developed between their cultural and religious aspects of their faith to ensure 

participation in sport.  

 

A superficial glance would suggest that the women, in covering up more, were turning 

away from sport and physical activity programmes. When I turn to anthropological 

studies, however, it is clear covering up more, even in a dangerous everyday context, 

led to more freedom to move, meaning a clear link can be made between wearing the 

hijab and agency in movement. Abu-Lughod (2002), in a study with Afghan women, 

notes that many continued to wear their blue burqas after the Taliban ‘left’ as a ‘mobile 

home’ (Abu-Lughod’s term) as its shapelessness provided anonymity. Hanna 

Papaneck (1982) study of women in Pakistan noted how it kept the women moving 

freely in public space and she likened it to a portable seclusion. Both studies 

demonstrated how the hijab ensured rather than diminished freedom to move in 

mixed-sex public spaces. Capturing this agency contests the normative assumption 

that covered bodies are repressed bodies and, together, these studies have created 

an (un)intended counter-narrative. Together they highlight an agency to hijab choices 

which undermines the assumption that the hijab is an integration problem. Rather, 

here it is the opposite, which is why my PhD happily sits within this body of work.  

 

Focusing on everyday decisions a hijabi woman makes in her clothing choices is 

important because when those in power, such as the Swedish government, use such 

a blunt instrument as a hijab ban, they further reduce opportunities to establish the 

agency women hold in resettlement by the simple act of covering up more in mixed-
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sex spaces. And thus, the Swedish government will create more barriers to integration 

when trying to ban the hijab by ironically positioning it as an integration issue. 

 

Sometimes, a change in clothing is not related to faith but instead to bodily comfort 

and agency in sporting participation in mixed-sex spaces. Given the harsh contours of 

forged migration (Subsection 2.5.1) including the aim to ban the hijab, which will 

reduce the agency to move, it is likely that women will carve out spaces they feel 

comfortable and hold agency in. Thus the following studies are important to note. In 

Walseth’s (2013) study with Muslim Norwegian schoolgirls, she realised some 

objected to mixed-sex physical education classes due to a perceived physical 

dominance of boys in mixed-sex sport.  

 

Rana (2017) captured locker room discussions focused on clarifying whether a man 

striking a woman in the face would be permissible according to the women’s 

interpretation of Islam. Such bodily considerations were seemingly faith based, yet 

further investigation revealed a fear of going home with a black eye or potential lost 

days at college while the swollen eye heals. Rana noticed that women diligently 

protected their women-only kickboxing practice as they felt comfortable there, as 

indicated by their laughing and gossiping together. Abu-Lughod (1990) captured this 

bodily dynamic in more detail in her longitudinal ethnographic study of Bedouin 

women. While the women, like the women in my fieldwork, appeared to accept an 

oppressive patriarchal power dynamic which funnelled them into women-only spaces, 

a closer reading of the Bedouin women’s bodily responses revealed a sense of bodily 

freedom to smoke, argue, make lewd jokes and lounge about in ways that were not 
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possible in mixed-sex spaces. This explains why this space was cherished, as 

demonstrated by the look-out girl who was tasked to fiercely guard it. 

 

In my fieldwork, unlike the rest of the programme, yoga was held in a women-only 

space and a close observation of the women and their relationships with their hijab in 

women-only spaces enabled me to explore everyday understanding(s) of religion in 

resettlement. Focusing on studies that capture a bodily dynamic as told through the 

hijab and how (and why) women come to define women-only spaces is important. This 

is because, without a shared language with my participants, I depended almost entirely 

on bodily expression(s) in yoga and resettlement to capture data to contribute to my 

embodied analysis of yoga. 

 

Furthermore, focusing on women-only spaces as sites of bodily agency, comfort and 

freedom is imperative because, as Lenneis and Agergaard (2018) state, in 

Scandinavia some women-only spaces have been politicised as ‘backward’, and 

incompatible, when compared to progressive Western secular values of gender 

equality. Lenneis and Agergaard explored a sudden ban on women-only swimming 

times that had existed for the last decade in Denmark and were held three times a 

week, as the women-only swimming sessions were (re)considered as un-Danish. One 

limitation of this study, which the authors concede, is that they did not engage with the 

swimmers to find out if they swam elsewhere, swam at quiet times, swam during 

female lifeguard shifts or wore a bikini in mixed-sex spaces. My ethnographic study 

afforded me an opportunity to capture how the women (re)conceptualised Islam using 
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an everyday understanding of cultural and religious aspects of their faith in 

resettlement.  

 

Finally, while the body holds much more than religious subjectivities, it is also 

important to take heed of Mahmood’s (2005) statement that an active invocation of 

divine energy is often overlooked in studies of Muslim women. I also acknowledge that 

faith-based decisions linked to women-only spaces will be made. hooks states that 

women often find religious solace in a space without men and due to ‘the sexism of 

male-dominated religions females have found in spiritual practice a place of solace 

and sanctuary’ and ‘a place for themselves where they can be with God without the 

intervention of men’ (hooks, 2000b, p. 105). Capturing cultural and religious aspects 

of faith as told through the body and its hijab in yoga will reveal a diversity and 

complexity to the reductionist, power-laden corporeal dynamics that have de-

historicised, de-personalised and de-politicised female forced migrants (Malkki, 1995). 

These dynamics in Sweden at the time of my fieldwork led to an attempted ban on the 

hijab, which would have reduced the participants’ ability to move forward and integrate 

more in resettlement. 

 

2.10 A focus on the collective impact of practising yoga together 

With my focus on capturing a diversity of bodies on the move in yoga, it is important 

to challenge the artificial categories that create division among us. This fixation on 

difference, as Ghorashi (2018) argues, ‘blinds us toward possible sources of 

connection’ (p. 655). She adds that to ‘unsettle this essentialist discourse of othering, 

we need to consider practices that denormalise the taken-for-granted taxonomies of 
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the Self and the Other at their core and rethink conditions for connection’ (p. 655). 

Connection, or uncomplicated social interaction, is the main reason women join a yoga 

class (Wildcroft, 2018). And more generally physical activity can give meaning to a 

person’s life and thus when shared can be both a physical and an emotional 

experience (Carter et al., 2018). It is therefore interesting that few yoga studies explore 

the impact of practising yoga in a group setting, even though in urban yoga studios 

yoga is always practised in a class. And ‘Emotional histories’, (Nervin 2008, p.128) are 

created together in yoga through the intentional use of yoga paraphernalia and props 

which invite a sensorial response (dimmed lighting, incense, Hindu icons, music). Next 

I explore studies that focus on the impact of being and moving together because their 

impacts muddle the normative focus that sees certain bodies as problematic.  

 

Yoga is unusual as a physical activity because, despite its group setting, it is a very 

individual practice, yet an awareness of each other is required as bodies often move, 

as Atkinson (2010) states in his study of a modern postural yoga class, in an atypical 

manner. Amy Purser (2018), in her phenomenological study of dancers, notes that in 

movement a dancer’s body is not a tabula rasa. Each body holds its own rhythm yet 

keeps within the wider dance group’s performance. Csordas (1993) recognises that 

we share ‘an intersubjective24 milieu with others’ and that ‘a somatic mode of attention 

means not only attention to and with one’s own body, but includes attention to the 

bodies of others’ (p. 193). Viewing yoga through this ‘intersubjective milieu with 

others’, enabled me to explore a group dynamic to yoga and the connections it creates 

                                            

24 I define Intersubjecitivty as: ‘The existential organisation, recognition, and constitution of 
relations between subjects (Desjarlais and Throop, 2011, p.88). 
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in women’s lives. Furthermore, Langøien in his study of yoga states that much ‘sense-

making’ of yoga is done in reflective conversations after class and this then means 

‘the physical experience of the practise is made relevant and somatised when taken 

back onto the asana practise on the mat’ (2012, p.36). Here I acknowledge Husserl’s 

(1931/2012) concept of lifeworld, as a world that the women will experience together.   

 

Given that moving together creates a group dynamic to yoga, I draw on the work of 

Maxine Sheets-Johnstone (1999b), who built on Merleau-Ponty’s theories of 

perception (1962, 1964) to note that this kinaesthetic25 quality (Sheets-Johnstone, 

1998, 1999a, 1999b) includes experiences of time, space, movement, objects and 

their relations to things. Once participants connect through movement, a ‘movement 

melody’ (1998) develops which signifies togetherness in a resettlement context 

especially when we consider that rooted in movement, as Ahmed (2004) argues, is ‘e-

motion’. Emotion and movement together hold the potential to transform individual 

emotions into collective ones. This creates a collective agency which is fuelled by 

Atkinson’s (2010) concept of power in yoga classes as unifying rather than 

competitive. 

 

This collective agency is reinforced by two immediate commonalities among the 

women in my study, their forced migration status and their faith. First I draw on studies 

that take a critical look at the resettlement context that the women share. 

 

                                            

25 ‘Kinaesthesia refers specifically to a sense of movement through muscular effort’ (Sheets-
Johnstone, 1998, p. 272). 
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Turner’s (2008) concept of a ‘somatic society’, where major political and personal 

problems are both problematised in the body and expressed through it26 enables me 

to redress the view that a forced migrant body is problematic in itself rather than – to 

some extent – a reflection of wider chaotic and abusive systems that have cause harm 

in resettlement (Subsection 2.12.3). Studies inform me such harm is subtle, as 

Buckley-Zistel and Krause (2017) surmise in their concept of a biopolitical ‘conceptual 

violence’ that is a violent act which leaves no trace. McCluskey (2017) notes in her 

study of a Swedish refugee integration project that ‘sugar coated’ exclusionary 

discourses are hidden by ’seemingly insignificant practices of a caring biopolitics’ (p. 

81) and a ‘governmentality of righteousness’ (p. 1)). This abuse is detailed in Mayblin 

et al.’s UK study with people seeking asylum. They note that asylum seekers are kept 

in poverty by the minimal financial support offered by the state and ‘consequently 

experience daily harms at the hands of the state, despite the UK fulfilling its obligations 

to them under human rights law’ (2020, p. 107).  

 

Studies that focus on collective movement to provide a counter-narrative to the 

positioning of the female forced migrant as beholden to their broken bodies bear 

particular relevance as the yoga courses in my fieldwork study were held in a group. 

Shahzad Mohammadi (2022), in a study with women participating in a bike project 

held at a reception centre in Germany, noticed that when hijabi women were cycling 

together ‘locals’ took notice. In cycling around the reception centre they had 

(un)intentionally challenged both implicit and explicit stereotypical views of hijabi 

                                            

26 Such a society present governments with unavoidable challenges including ways of 
regulating the movements of forced migrants across and inside its borders. 
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women from the Middle East. Mohammadi used a phenomenological analysis to 

establish that together the women had appropriated their refugee reception centre as 

a place of solidarity, and used this space to inspire each other to participate in physical 

activities. It is important to acknowledge that the local stares that the women noticed 

might have been subtle but were felt intensely. Focusing on the group dynamism of 

lives lived in resettlement is one way to animate bodies that are usually addressed in 

boipolitical studies as inert matter, on which representations of refugees’ passivity, 

vulnerability or deceitfulness are inscribed by state and humanitarian actors (Collison 

& De Martini Ugolotti, 2022).  

 

The second key similarity among the women was their faith. It is important to look for 

evidence of collective expressions of cultural and religious faith experiences though 

yoga, because over half of the women in the world define themselves as religious 

(Chakrabarti, 2017). Faith-based expressions in yoga however are generally not 

recognised or even rejected (Goldberg, 2016), as shown in the first typology of modern 

yoga compiled by De Michelis (2005). 

 

To redress the earlier mentioned focus in sport studies on revealing religious 

subjectivities through women’s clothing choices and women-only spaces, next I focus 

on studies of the impact of Muslims being and moving together as a group. I draw on 

studies across a broad spectrum including sport, anthropological, business and 

psychiatric studies that analyse expressions of Muslim faith that are seldom or never 

seen in studies of physical cultures with Muslim women. I focus on studies that explore 

Islamic sociability, Ramadan, the ‘Ramadan effect’ and of course moving together. 
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Being sociable and neighbourly in resettlement contexts, argues Zaman (2019), 

relates to a sacred understanding of coexistence, informed by the Islamic tradition of 

jiwar (a shared and sacred emphasis on being neighbourly or social). In a study of 

newly arrived Syrian women in Athens squats, Zaman (2019) explored this everyday 

understanding of jiwar and noted that focusing on jiwar revealed a shared desire to 

move forward together in resettlement. Jiwar offers another vantage point to consider 

Muslim women’s collective experiences of sport as sociable, dynamic and proactive.  

 

Ramadan occurred during my fieldwork period and, while Sayeed and Prakash’s 

(2013) study informs me of a potential harmonious relationship between Islam and 

yoga, fasting in a mandatory movement-based yoga course is likely to complicate this, 

and potentially affected my data collection on movement. I will first offer my definition 

of Ramadan based on my experience as someone who is not Muslim but nonetheless 

lived for several years in my youth in a Muslim Algerian household, then I will explore 

three bodies of literature on fasting that are relevant to my study. These are 

quantitative studies that note the physical impact of fasting on performance, 

anthropological studies that recognise a tension between fasting and non-fasting 

women and finally Middle Eastern business studies that note the collective positive 

effect of Ramadan, known as the ‘Ramadan effect’, on economic growth. 

 

To me, Ramadan means to scorch away all impurities by depriving the senses 

between sunrise and sunset. For the more pious it goes beyond giving up food and 

water to include gossip, TV and physical intimacy. The intention is to move away from 

an individual’s sense of her body towards a sense of a collective one. To aid this sense 
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of the collective, in addition to fasting it is important during Ramadan to build 

community cohesion27 and compassion through charitable acts of donating time and 

money. This sense of togetherness becomes even stronger during the last ten days 

of Ramadan when prayers and charity giving increase. 

 

Sport studies have noted the impact of fasting during Ramadan on sport performance 

(Chtourou et al., 2011) and have recognised that this impact is likely to be different for 

different people (Aloul et al., 2015). Trabelsi et al. (2022), in their meta-analysis of just 

18 quantitative sport studies (three of which they discounted), examined the effects of 

fasting or Ramadan observances on sport participants’ moods. While they noted that 

Ramadan observance resulted in fatigue, interestingly no significant changes were 

noted in depression, anxiety or tension. It is surprising that the impact of Ramadan is 

yet to be explored further in studies on physical cultures in refugee integration 

programmes, given that most participants are likely to be fleeing Muslim-majority 

countries (UNHCR, 2018) and Islam is the second biggest religion in the world.  

 

Given this limited number of sport studies, I draw on anthropological studies, as 

Shilling (2012) recommends, and explore tension between those fasting and those 

not. Reminded that the participants in my fieldwork study shared a communal 

refreshment area (Figure 3) with Swedish yoga participants who were unlikely to be 

fasting; Fadil’s (2009) study with Belgian Maghrebi women is of relevance. Fadil 

                                            

27 Although not always! When I was in Tangier for Ramadan, the clocks were switched to UTC 
+ 1 so that the fast would end earlier. This created chaos as, while the pious stuck to the usual 
time of UTC, others did not! 
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explored the non-verbal negotiation between Muslim and non-Muslim women during 

Ramadan, and discovered that women found it difficult to eat in front of fasting women, 

yet also struggled to refrain from eating, as it clashed with their secular ethos of 

freedom. Jouili (2009) also notes that Muslim women deploy a range of strategies to 

carve out as much space as possible to practise their faith in secular spaces and this 

creates tension. These tensions are likely to be amplified in yoga classes, such as 

those in my fieldwork where yoga was taught in a secular refugee integration 

programme and in shared secular communal yoga spaces. The tension will also be 

intensified due to the mentioned ‘neoliberal spirituality’28 (Jain, 2020) found in yoga 

studios that promotes the yoga body as one that is free, balanced, flexible and free 

from the stress and strain of everyday life.  

 

Turning to business studies I note a surprising link between economic upturns and 

Ramadan known as the ‘Ramadan effect’ (Bialkowski et al., 2009), which the civic 

orientation programme should take heed of. A study of 14 Muslim-majority countries 

in the Middle East showed a correlation between Ramadan and stock market 

behaviour between 1989 and 2007; specifically, that stock market returns were nine 

times higher during Ramadan than in any other calendar month. Also noted was a 

reduction in anxiety during this time (which perhaps explains the unexpected finding 

in Trabelsi et al.’s (2022) meta-analysis regarding fasting and anxiety). The conclusion 

                                            

28 Jain (2020) defines neoliberal spirituality as the key neoliberal assumptions of self-care and 
individual responsiblisation as manifest in the body-maintenance of the ‘spiritual ‘attributes of 
balance, wellness, success, freedom and self-care, often promoted by the yoga industry. 
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was that Ramadan fosters social cohesion and feelings of solidarity, and creates an 

optimistic psychology which is transferred to investment. Aside from the obvious chime 

between economic and mental health and the outcomes of the civic orientation 

programme, this link warrants further research. Studies of refugee integration 

programmes that focus on the connection and community cohesion Ramadan brings 

would redress the attention on the perceived disconnects of clothing and space 

choices that dominate current understandings of Muslim women in sport.  

 

Finally it is also important to note how the earlier mentioned forced migration context 

and faith intersect in resettlement and this is explored next in relation to ritual. 

Pedersen and Rytter (2018), in their special issue on ‘Rituals of Migration’ (in the 

Journal of Ethic and Migration Studies), which comprises of six studies on the ritual 

practices of migrant groups in Sweden, Norway and Denmark, state that faith-driven 

rituals are a prism through which processes of continuity and change in forced 

migration can be explored. They note that:  

 

By using ritual as a ‘cultural prism’ to look at religious practices and ritual 
performances among migrants, it becomes possible to explore aspects 
of migrants’ everyday lives that have otherwise remained 
underdeveloped, been left out of sight or simply ignored. In this respect, 
the suggested focus on ‘rituals of migration’ not only provides new 
insights, it also raises numerous new research questions (2018, p.2612). 

 

Crucially, they conclude that rituals present an opportunity to focus on the process of 

resettlement from the participants’ perspective and actions, rather than the 

perspective of the host society’s political discourse(s) about them. 
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Following on from Saba Mahmood’s (2005) work, I am working from her premise that 

an active invocation of divine energy contributes to group experiences in yoga. 

Combining this with Sheets-Johnstone’s (2009b) concepts of collective bodily 

movement and ‘kinaesthetic melodies’ stored as embodied memories that are 

revealed (again and again) when moving together, it is clear that women-only yoga 

spaces will hold faith-based rituals. One ritual that I explored in my fieldwork due to its 

similarity to the yoga sequence surya namaskar is salah. Sayeed and Prakash (2013) 

are two Indian psychiatrists who also noted the postural similarities between the 12 

postures in the modern postural yoga sequence surya namaskar,29 and Muslim salah. 

They recommend its use for their Muslim patients to enhance mental health as to use 

Sheets-Johnstone (2009b) term, the familiar ‘kinaesthetic melodies’ could create 

harmony in the body and mind and be life affirming for their Muslim patients looking to 

improve their mental health. Imamoğlu and Dilek (2016, p. 63), two Turkish sport 

scientists, concur. They state that yoga and salah have many similar movements and 

if yoga is practised by Muslims it is likely to enhance their faith, and indeed life itself.  

 

Salah however is seldom the focus in studies of yoga because many Muslim countries 

have banned yoga as it is seen as haram (forbidden) and fatwas have been issued in 

Egypt (in 1984), Indonesia, Singapore and the Indian state of Jharkhand (Amini & 

Ouassini, 2020). My fieldwork offered a rare opportunity to explore resettlement 

through the ritual of salah.  

 

                                            

29 The opening sequence to many modern postural yoga classes, as it is reputed to warm up 
all the muscles in the body. 
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Turning to studies on rituals it is clear that faith-based rituals could be interpreted in a 

variety of ways during yoga. They could, as Persson (2010) argues in her above-

mentioned Satyananda yoga study, play a part in fixing and rebalancing certain 

pathways in the body. And rituals could be seen to be allowing ‘mental toxins to be 

cleansed’, as Imamoğlu and Dilek (2016, p. 639) argue. Conversely, some studies 

note that, even when practised in a secular environment or with those without faith, 

yoga movements hold a transformative potential as they shift mere bodily habit to an 

embodied ritual (Eliade, 1958; Kovach, 2002; Nevrin, 2008). This may be enough to 

produce an embodied change because, as Henkel (2005) argues, a ritual may simply 

provide a break in the mundanity of everyday life. 

 

In my study I felt it was important to establish how the women incorporated rituals into 

yoga because, similar to Pedersen and Rytter (2018), I see rituals as dynamic and 

fluid and affected by resettlement contexts. Rituals therefore offer an opportunity to 

contest taken-for-granted assumptions that forced migrants’ faith or cultural practices 

are inflexible. Furthermore, focusing on potential collective faith experiences sheds 

new light on the noted area of contention in yoga studies regarding the definition of a 

modern postural yoga class as fuelled with little or no devotion (De Michelis, 2005, 

2008; Goldberg, 2016).  

 

In sum, and in line with Mansfield et al.’s (2020) call in their editorial for the special 

issue of Leisure Studies on ‘Leisure and Wellbeing’, ‘further research is needed to 

understand the personal and collective processes and mechanisms through which 

improvements in wellbeing may occur through leisure’ (p. 7). Not much is known about 
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Muslim forced migrant women’s experiences of yoga in a group setting because many 

Muslim-majority countries see yoga as haram. However, my review of an unusual mix 

of studies in sport, yoga, dance, anthropology, psychiatry, business studies and forced 

migration has demonstrated that jiwar, fasting, Ramadan and rituals all play an 

important part in the group practice of yoga and community cohesion. Together they 

warrant further analysis in resettlement contexts.  

 

2.11 Summary of literature review 

This chapter has analysed discussions of experiences of yoga across a range of 

literature and established what is currently known (and mainly not known) regarding 

female Muslim forced migrants’ participation in yoga in a refugee integration 

programme. These secondary research findings reinforce my research aim to 

challenge and contest the notion that female Muslim forced migrants are passive 

recipients of aid, and instead to offer a deeper appreciation of their lives lived in yoga 

and (re)settlement. This chapter has identified that there is more to discover regarding 

female Muslim forced migrants’ experiences in such programmes, and that more in-

depth qualitative research would be welcomed. Hearing from women themselves 

(re)dresses current (mis)understandings about lives lived in resettlement and this PhD 

has generated such knowledge. This will aid understanding(s) of participants in 

refugee integration programmes, yoga and humanitarian aid by offering a new starting 

point that engages with actual rather than perceived needs in (re)settlement contexts 

(Collison & De Martini Ugolotti, 2022).  
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To summarise, this chapter has helped to ascertain what the roots of this research 

are, and my own position within it, by reviewing a range of literature within (mainly) 

yoga, physical cultures and forced migration studies. This literature review has 

established both the academic context of this research, and my own theoretical 

position within it. This chapter has reflected on my intention to centre the body by 

drawing on TCTSY and theoretical yoga studies that draw on the work of Merleau-

Ponty, while taking heed of biopolitical studies to enable me to place othered bodies 

in their power-laden context(s). This is important, given the lack of studies that offer 

an embodied analysis of yoga as told from the perspective of the participants 

themselves in refugee integration programmes. And to centre participants’ 

perspectives, a feminist phenomenological research orientation is more relevant than 

a biopolitical approach in this PhD, and this is the position I took in this research. 

Examining the literature helped me to identify a series of gaps in knowledge 

surrounding the lived experiences of Muslim women in refugee integration 

programmes and to establish the key concepts that follow. 

 

2.12 Conceptual frame  

The aim of this section is to outline the key concepts articulated in this chapter’s extant 

literature. These key concepts drive the discussion and analysis in the methodology 

and empirical findings chapters that follow.  

 

My conceptual frame, with its critical feminist lens, underpins my research approach 

(Section 3.1) to produce a more situated, embodied and everyday understanding of 

power dynamics in resettlement. This is shaped by participants’ embodied 
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appropriations of yoga, which is my focus of analysis in all three findings chapters. To 

do so, it is important to define the following concepts: power, embodiment, integration, 

a yoga heterotopia and wellbeing. My conceptual frame draws on these interacting 

and related concepts. And while there are many contested and conflicting definitions 

for each, my engagement with them chimes with my research approach; to ensure 

that women’s embodied yoga experiences are heard, seen and showcased.  

 

2.12.1 Power is innate and held in the body 

Power is the overarching concept in my research as it bleeds into every other concept. 

A careful consideration of the meaning of the word power enables me to complicate 

the universalising narrative that ensures female Muslim forced migrants are ignored 

and written out of the dominant accounts of people on the move towards Europe 

(Section 1.1). When considering power, it is important to be: ‘attentive to the micro 

politics of context, subjectivity, and struggle, as well as to the macro politics of global 

economic and political systems and processes (Mohanty, 2003, p501). The concept 

of power in my research, has been influenced by sport studies that address the micro 

politics of context, subjectivity and struggle in their analysis of power and women 

(Benn et al.’s, 2010; Samie, 2013; Samie, 2013; Ratna and Samie, 2017). 

 

Leisure and forced migration scholars whose papers contributed to the theme, spaces 

and temporalities in the Leisure and Forced Migration edited collection (De Martini 

Ugolotti & Caudwell, 2022) are useful as they attend to the ‘everyday geographies of 

asylum’ (Darling, 2011, p.408) to reveal gendered and racialised power dynamics in 

seemingly commonplace leisure domains including football and cycling (Webster and 
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Abunaama, 2021; Mohammadi, 2022; Stone 2021). In my fieldwork participants had 

the power to decide to move in the choice-led yoga courses, yet these courses were 

held in a compulsory forced migration setting. The women were still being forced to 

move, albeit at a much subtler level, and in a system that had positioned them as 

disempowered, with little to offer to yoga, and indeed life in resettlement.  

 

Situating my research at the micro level of the yoga courses, provided me with an 

opportunity to ascertain if and how the women were employing appropriate strategies 

to (re)gain a sense of power in this context. An example of this is given in Chapter 5, 

where women redefined a Swedish definition of women-only space by walking out of 

a yoga classroom en masse and recreating their version of a women-only yoga space 

in another yoga classroom. Overall, however, it was unlikely that the women would 

employ a large-scale challenge to their positionality, or attempt to resist or overthrow 

the refugee integration program, as they were aware that only by attending the 

program would their basic needs of food and accommodation be met (Section 1.1). 

Instead, the women, were more likely to demonstrate a situated type of agency 

(Mahmoud, 2005) and this would include small-scale resistance such as such as those 

noted earlier (Section 2.9) by Abu Lughod (2002) in her study with Bedouin women in 

Egypt. 

 

While power can be fired up as a response to an imposed wider power dynamic, it is 

important to recognise that power is innate and subjective and very much embodied 

(Section 2.1; 2.12.1). Power and its energy are not always simply a response to 

‘agents’ who control wider power dynamics. Power is active and often linked to lived 
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experiences already held in the body. Bodies are not tabula rasas, as Purser (2018) 

states simply in her study of dancers learning new routines. Nor are bodies an inactive 

Newtonian mass. Bodies are sensorial, active, and hold an “elemental corporality” as 

Morley (2001, p. 75) suggested in his theoretical phenomenological analysis of the 

yoga body (Section 2.1).  

 

This innate and embodied power has received little attention in studies on Muslim 

women in sport (Samie, 2013). The embodied and powerful experiences of hijabi 

women remain firmly hidden under their veils, as Samie (2013) notes in her study of 

Muslim women in basketball. Rarely are Muslim women recognised as embodied 

beings in active control of both their bodies and lives (Ratna and Samie, 2017). 

Moreover, Muslim women’s power becomes even more disembodied, when their 

bodies are objectified (again), when narrated through the usual and problematic power 

dynamic of the oppressor/resister binary found in many sporting studies. Ratna and 

Samie (2017) note that power for Muslim women is only celebrated if it confirms or 

rejects this dominant narrative (Section 2.9). With this binary comes an assumption 

that Muslim women are somehow less empowered because of cultural and religious 

aspects of their faith. This power dynamic also positions sport as a means by which 

Muslim women can acquire power (Rana, 2011) and thus participate fully in society.  

 

My conception of embodied power moves beyond this oppressor/resister binary, to 

include the innate power held by Muslim women. Benn et al’s concept of ‘embodied 

faith’ (2010) is a tangible response to a call by Mahmood (2005) that active 

invocation(s) of divine energy are overlooked in studies of Muslim women (Section 
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2.9). This concept of embodied faith enabled me to include the faith-based decisions 

women made at a bodily level as it ‘reflects outward manifestations inseparably 

connected to internalised belief’. (Benn et al., 2011, pp. 23-24). This innate power is 

revealed in embodied yoga experiences. It is linked to Muslim women’s everyday and 

ever-changing embodied understanding(s) of their faith which is the focus of Chapter 

Four. This focus allows me to ‘recover subjugated perspectives (i.e. unreported truths)’ 

(Samie, 2017, p.36), that were often silenced and hidden in the macro power 

dynamic(s) of forced migration. The concept of embodied faith smashes or at least 

dents, the oppressor/resister binary mentioned in the sport studies on Muslim women.  

 

2.12.2 The importance of the ‘fleshiness of the body’  

Utilising and engaging with notions of the body enables me to shift focus from 

institutional governance in the civic orientation program, towards aspects of women’s 

bodily agency that often goes unnoticed. And yet it is this agency which enables me 

to de-stabilise the representations of the victimized female forced migrant, in line with, 

my research approach (Section 3.1). Moreover, centring the ‘fleshiness’ of the female 

body in forced migration is paramount because the physical impact of forced migration 

on women, the harm and trauma that bruises the soul, lives on in women’s bodies 

forever more (Section 2.8).  Such horrific bodily harm, however, is often lost in 

discursive concepts of the body. While engaging with the more discursive concepts of 

the body enables me to critique the biopolitical power dynamic of forced migration 

(Section 2.5), often the focus of such studies frame bodies as inert, a text to be written 

upon or a ’text’ or surface that is inscribed upon (Fassin, 2011; Fassin & d'Halluin, 

2005). Conceptualising the body as a surface that is inscribed upon is what I intend to 
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avoid, because this is not in line with my definition of the yoga body (1.3) and many 

quantitative yoga studies have established the very physical impact of yoga (2.1). I do, 

however, embrace the biopolitical power dynamics that forced migration studies neatly 

capture. Furthermore, there is an assumption that bodily harm ceases in resettlement, 

even though as the findings in Chapters 5 and 6 demonstrate, harm continues in 

resettlement and is very much part of the forced migration experience.  

 

While there is not an agreed definition of the body across different disciplines, since 

earlier noted (Section 2.1) the ‘corporeal turn’ in the 1960-1970’s in anthropology and 

sociology there is a consensus that the body is a site of knowledge. This turn focused 

on the body itself as a subject of analysis in relation to historical and social 

phenomenon, rather than as a mere biological (Suzuki, 2016) and usually male, given. 

In the literature, two broad yet distinct theoretical approaches to the body grew, one 

that viewed the body as symbolic or inscribed upon, the other as agentic or ‘lived’. 

Reischer and Koo (2004, p.298) define the symbolic body as ‘representational or 

symbolic […] as a conduit of social meaning’ and the agentic body as an ‘an active 

participant or agent in the social world’.  Both theoretical approaches bear relevance 

to my research and, unlike Grosz (1993) and Turner (1984), I see a symbiosis between 

the two.  

 

The symbolic body enabled me to unpick the macro power dynamics of forced 

migration which have positioned female forced migrant bodies as lacking and 

precarious.  In the literature on forced migration (Subsection 2.5.1), there is a focus 

on the symbolic body; especially when referenced in biopolitical studies on forced 
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migrants in refugee camps and in resettlement contexts. Forced migration scholars 

often use Foucault’s concept of governmentality, to refer to state power as a means 

to subjugate, regulate and objectify a population (Fassin, 2011; Uehling, 2015). Such 

biopolitics tries to reduce the complex and rich lives of refugees into a universal human 

subject (Malkki, 1995, p. 378; Agamben, 1998) and a ‘bare humanity’, in dire need of 

being rescued and protected (Malkki, 1996; pp.10-11). Moreso for the female forced 

migrant who is deemed particularly vulnerable and helpless (Nyers, 2006; Rajaram, 

2003; Turton, 2003).  

 

The concept of the symbolic body is important, as it enables me to analyse the power 

dynamics mentioned earlier by Mountz (2018) and in yoga studies (Section 2.2). I do 

not however, intend to diminish the agency found in the ‘fleshiness’ of the female 

forced migrant’s body. As a feminist, I am reminded that women’s bodies are personal 

as well as political, and I intend to focus on the personal. I aim to ‘breathe life’ into the 

inanimate symbolic body and demonstrate how being human can be communicated 

through the body. I move beneath the skin’s surface to view bones as the repositories 

of memories and experiences that are difficult to reveal in resettlement (Section 5.4.2; 

5.4.4), to find a participant’s beating pulse, to ensure that her unspoken stories are not 

left at the bottom of the sea bed. Karen Barbour’s concept of embodiment recognises 

that power is already held in the body which is both lived and in response to the 

everyday. Recalling, Barbour’s definition of embodiment as ‘a person’s biological 

(somatic), intellectual, emotional, bodily, artistic and spiritual experiences, within their 

cultural and geographic location’ (2018, p. 220), enables me to present the tangible 

and personal aspects of migration, that are very much embodied in the female forced 



 

88 

migrant. This focus on women’s subjective and embodied experiences in resettlement, 

will demonstrate that forced migrants are not a faceless mass on the move, that pose 

an unbearable economic, cultural, ideological, and existential threat to Europe as 

forced migration scholars suggest (Vaughan-Williams and Pisani, 2020). The civic 

orientation program’s focus on employment and improved health has put the onus on 

the female forced migrant to take responsibility for her life in resettlement. This 

detracts from the negative impact and harm that asylum policies, processes and 

spaces had on the women in resettlement. Ultimately, with my focus on the body as 

lived and actively engaged with the world, I offer a more animated account than those 

already mentioned biopolitical studies that address bodies as inert matter on which 

representations of refugees’ passivity, vulnerability or deceitfulness are inscribed by 

the state. 

 

2.12.3 Integration 

Integrating forced migrants into European countries is rooted in the economic 

wellbeing of host societies and not in the well being of forced migrants, as several 

decades of forced migration scholarship note (Bucken-Knapp, Fakih and Spehar 

(2018; Harding, 2000; Moorhead, 2006). Integration policies are primarily economic 

tools, not humanitarian tools as they are not solely underpinned by humanitarian 

principles, even though most European countries, have ratified the Geneva 

Convention.  Many of the participants in my fieldwork were part of the ‘sudden’ mass 

on the move towards humanitarian Europe (Section 1.1). And this, coupled with 

numerous reports acknowledging low employment rates among refugees (Section 

2.5), created a tense integration issue for Sweden. These two opposing forces kept 
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forced migrants in a liminal position in refugee integration programs. That is, they were 

in the country but not of the country. 

 

While integration is a dynamic process of shape shifting between refugees and host 

society, until recently the focus of studies and reports on integration has been on how 

forced migrants economically integrate into the host society, as opposed to how forced 

migrants experience the resettlement context (Mozetič, 2021). In my fieldwork, the 

women were enrolled into a two-year integration program and its primarily goal was 

employment (Section 1.1), and this reflects the neoliberal goal of most refugee 

integration program’s (Section 2.6). According to The Migrant Integration Policy Index 

(Thomas, 2020), which is a unique tool which measures policies to integrate migrants 

in countries across six continents, Sweden’s integration policies rank as the most: 

‘responsive, evidence-based and financially well supported’. (Bucken-Knapp, Fakih 

and Spehar (2018 p.221).  

 

In my fieldwork the two-year, 9-5 Civic orientation program the participant’s were 

enrolled on was at first glance, very impressive (Section 1.1). Since the 1990’s 

however, Sweden has faced challenges when it comes to employment opportunities 

for forced migrants. Reports show that refugees ‘encounter substantial difficulty when 

trying to establish a lasting foothold on the country’s labour market’. (Bucken-Knapp, 

Fakih and Spehar 2018, p.221).  This was particularly so, in my fieldwork location 

which had high unemployment, yet supported a significant number of refugees due to 

the government benefit scheme (Section 2.5; Lidén & Nyhlén, 2015).   This is 

significant, as in Sweden in general, a chasm between employment rates of migrants 



 

90 

(especially refugees) and native-born citizens has been noted. And this is the largest 

among the European countries, including Scandinavia (European Commission, 2016).  

 

This chasm is due to the numerous cultural, political and social barriers created in 

resettlement, and yet few studies and reports focus on the resettlement context and 

how this impacts on a forced migrants experience of integration. The role that host 

societies play in integrating forced migrants is seldom critically examined (Section 2.5; 

Phillimore, 2021). Moreso, the integration experiences of forced migrants are rarely 

heard in studies and reports of integration, as Bucken-Knapp, Fakih and Spehar, 

2018) summarised in their study with Syria participants, of the same Swedish refugee 

integration program as my fieldwork, albeit at an earlier time. Syrian participants in 

their study, highlighted numerous barriers which hindered their integration, such as 

process to validate their existing qualifications. And yet most integration programs 

position participants as lacking or deficient in key integration skills (Section 2.6).  There 

is an assumption that once participants improve their skill set, they will seek 

employment on an equal footing with a native-born citizen (Bevelander and Irastorza, 

2014). An analysis of the Swedish employment demographic however, reveals that 

employment for forced migrants is unlikely, especially for refugee women (Subsection 

2.5.1; Joyce, 2017).  

 

The difficulties forced migrants face in employment and integration in general is due 

to the numerous barriers created in resettlement. This is however seldom 

acknowledged in the normative assumptions that underpins the deficient-driven 

refugee integration programs.  Instead forced migrants are expected to take 
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responsibility for her life in resettlement (Uehling, 2015), and this distracts from the 

numerous barriers that hinder integration in resettlement (Section 2.5). The thrust of 

the refugee integration programs is to assimilate, absorb and ultimately integrate its 

participants.  

 

Situating the Swedish yoga courses in its resettlement context reveals that the aim of 

the refugee integration program is not to move participants forward towards self-

sufficiency, as much of the physical cultures in refugee integration program literature 

has suggested. Instead, it is to keep them at arm’s length from the host population, in 

never ending iterations of refugee integration programs (Section 2.6).  The aim of such 

refugee integration programs was not to create a nation for all, as noted in the literature 

(Section 2.6); the aim was to create a nation for some.  

 

2.12.4 Yoga held in a heterotopic rather than a ‘plus sport’ context 

In my research, Foucault’s concept of a heterotopia offers a space to explore this 

tension between the wider power dynamics and participants’ positions within it. It also 

offers an alternative framing of physical activities in refugee integration programs as 

tools to more broadly reaffirm gender, racial and religious lifestyles. In my research 

the yoga space can be likened to a heterotopic space which Foucault defines as:  

 

The curious property of being in relation, but in such a way as to 
suspend, neutralise or invert the assumptions, set of relations that they 
happen to designate, mirror or reflect (1967, p. 24). 
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The women-only yoga space stood in contrast to the wider mixed-sex government 

building spaces where other civic orientation program courses took place. And the 

harsher realities of female forced migrants stood in stark contrast to the calm, softly lit 

yoga space into which participants were scheduled to pad bare foot up to four times 

per week.  

 

A ‘curious property’ of a heterotopia is that it dents established relationships, disturbs 

conventions of order and negates normalised categorisations. In my research this 

meant economic vitality and improved physical health. Heterotopias are often set 

aside for a deviant population who are deemed to be in crisis. It is usually gendered, 

and entry to such spaces is either compulsory (e.g. prisons) or dependent on 

performing a ritual, since heterotopias always presuppose a system of opening and 

closing. 

 

In his Ashtanga yoga study (Section 2.1), Atkinson (2010) argues that immersion in a 

yoga heterotopia may result in ontological uncertainty as yoga instils a feeling of 

physical risk, alienation, vastness, fear and uncertainty. Thus, how participants 

commonly make sense of their bodies and lives may be temporarily erased or at least 

suspended in yoga. However, I believe a yoga heterotopia is perfectly primed to 

contemplate injustice. As already mentioned, yoga enabled its participants to act 

politically – boldly, disruptively yet non-violently – in response to wider power 

dynamics. And practising yoga together in a heterotopia gave the women a critical 

awareness of systemic and collective suffering, as it offered them a more expansive 

and non-standard way of seeing the world. Yoga afforded the women in my study an 
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opportunity to respond to their uncomfortable positioning in an unjust forced migration 

system, as shown in how they developed a collective sense of comfort in the yoga 

classes (Section 6.2). Paying heed to the women’s lived experiences and embodied 

practises in yoga, enabled me to reconstruct another embodiment of the Muslim 

refugee women in resettlement. It allowed me to offer a more nuanced account of the 

human condition in resettlement, to include women’s embodied yoga experiences that 

move them beyond their policy category of the forced migrant, and find value in cultural 

and religious aspects of their faith. 

 

2.12.5 Wellbeing as an embodied and ongoing process 

The common aim of the program directors and program participants was achieving 

‘wellness’. Utilising and engaging with contrasting notions of wellbeing allows me to 

contest the ethos of the Swedish civic orientation program. Being well is 

multidimensional in character, as it is associated with feeling well at an individual, 

community and societal level. It is important for my research to acknowledge that the 

term wellbeing has emotional, physical, spiritual and social connotations, as Barbour, 

Clark and Jeffrey (2019) point out in their study of participants’ experiences of a 

somatic dance practice. Wellbeing is also a term used synonymously with a range of 

concepts, including quality of life, positive mental health and feelings of worth 

(Mansfield, Daykin and Kay, 2020). This multidimensional understanding of the term 

helps to highlight the Swedish Civic Orientation program’s intentionally partial 

interpretation of wellness, as discussed below – an interpretation that allows the 

program to position its participants as disempowered.  
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There is an array of discursive tools to measure wellbeing, some of which have been 

politicised to measure social progress, as Carpi et al (2020), and Dolan and Metcalfe 

(2012) also note in their studies. These measures actively undermine survival 

practices which enhance wellbeing yet are subtle and difficult to grasp (Section 2.5). 

Yet these tools create a narrow and often outcome-driven view of wellbeing; one that 

is commonly used to guide government agendas. Sweden’s Civic Orientation program 

which formed the context for my research defined wellbeing for women as self-

sufficiency and a body free from pain. However, this presents a predefined 

understanding of being well and it fails to document a more nuanced, richer and 

everyday understanding of wellbeing as defined by participants as they move through 

such programs. Rather than defining wellbeing for the purpose of my research and 

creating more tramlines for participants to move along, I intend to move towards an 

understanding of what wellbeing can do in line with recommendations made by 

McLeod and Wright (2016) in their analysis of youth studies. That is, I understand 

wellbeing: ‘as an ongoing experience in which a person embodies a dynamic balance 

between their resources and the challenges they face’ (Barbour, Clark and Jeffrey, 

2019, p.2). My concept of wellbeing, as an ongoing experience reflects my intention 

to capture a more situated, embodied and everyday understanding of yoga 

experiences in resettlement.  This fluidity to resettlement presents an alternative to 

assumed normative binaries of home/exile, before/after and here/there that continue 

to separate, divide and other. 

 

My concept of wellbeing is synonymous with my concept of embodied agency. Feeling 

well is dynamic and active and very much embodied. As Keogh and Davis simply put 
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it: ‘when we are well, we have a sense of vibrancy and aliveness rooted in our tissues 

(2017, p.539). My decision to use TCTSY in my fieldwork, a physical and choice-based 

yoga practise, enabled me to document what being well meant for my women 

participants. Embodied agency or wellness is revealed when women participate in 

yoga, and to a lesser extent in everyday life.  

 

An embodied sense of agency, emanates from organs, ligaments and tendons as the 

women move in yoga, to create an assemblage of ‘immediately lived sensations’ 

(Leder, 1990, p. 23). With greater movement and more lived sensations comes a 

heightened sensitivity to balance, tempo, alignment, breath, as noted in yoga, dance 

and anthropology studies such as Morley’s (2001), as well as a steady mind (Sarukkai, 

2002), and awareness of the order of sequences (Nervin, 2008 [p21]), pace, posture 

and body position (Barbour, 2004). Together, as Jackson, notes in his anthropological 

study on movement (1983, p. 334), these ‘bring[s] forth a sense of equanimity’  

 

When conceptualised as embodied agency and balance, there is a synergy to feeling 

well, between my definition of yoga (Section 1.3) and the civic orientation programs 

political deployment of it as a sense of Logam (Section 5.5). Embodied agency, found 

in the new and unexpected shapes and forms in yoga, could lead to an unexpected 

‘interpretive quest’ (Leder, 1990, [p. 780]) and new behavioural routines which 

transform affectivities beyond the yoga mat to everyday life as Nevrin (2008) and 

Sheets-Johnstone (1991a [p.158-159]; 1999b) theorise in their phenomenological 

studies of yoga and movement.  
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In sum, my engagement with the concepts of power, embodiment, integration, yoga 

heterotopias and wellbeing, and with how they interact, has established the focus of 

the methodology and findings chapters that follow. Together these key concepts have 

demonstrated my intention to ‘flesh out’ participants’ embodied appropriations of yoga 

and offer a more situated, embodied and everyday understanding of power dynamics 

and lives lived in resettlement as shaped by the participants themselves. My 

conceptual frame directly relates to the research questions addressed in this thesis 

(Section 1.2) and inform the methods and methodology chapter that follows.  
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Chapter 3 

Methodology and methods 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the methodology and methods I engaged 

with to explore the lived experiences of women in yoga courses held in a refugee 

integration programme. I begin by adding detail to my key epistemological and 

ontological approaches mentioned in Chapter 1, as this situates my ethnographic 

qualitative fieldwork study and also frames my thesis. Next I present the data collection 

methods and the key methodological considerations utilised to gather and analyse 

data, in line with the research questions and overall aim of this PhD. 

 

3.1 Epistemological and ontological positioning 

There is a long historical debate in natural and social science disciplines regarding 

research paradigms (Blaikie, 2003; Sparkes, 1992), particularly between social 

constructionism/naturalism (often referred to as an interpretative frame) and 

positivism. Each research paradigm situates a ‘basic set of beliefs that guides action’ 

(Guba, 1990, p.17) and provides a researcher’s portrait of the world, conceptualising 

what is valid in relation to their philosophical and paradigmatic orientation (Sparkes, 

1992). In this section I discuss how my social constructionist epistemological and 

interpretivist ontological positions worked in synergy to support my research design 

and overall research aim, to (re)position my participants’ embodied experiences in 

yoga as a valuable site of knowledge. 
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3.1.1 Justification for a social constructionist epistemology in this study 

My social constructionist epistemology enabled me to take a critical view of taken-for-

granted ways of understanding the world (Burr, 2015) and acknowledge that assumed 

understanding(s) of the women I studied, in terms of their forced migration status, faith, 

gender, mental and physical health, and race, were not an accurate reflection of their 

lives lived in resettlement. This critical approach was an opportunity to destabilise 

earlier mentioned normative narratives and gendered perceptions of the traumatised 

forced migrant, and the often territorially bounded categories of body, citizenship and 

religion.  

 

A social constructionist perspective positioned the women as actively constructing 

their social world together. In Chapter 2 I noted that yoga is an unusual activity as, 

while practised in a group, it is not a team sport; however, this group dynamic of yoga 

is a rare focus in the literature. My social constructionist approach is perfectly primed 

to investigate how the yoga participants actively constructed their social world through 

shared interactions and assumptions with each other and the Swedish yoga staff 

because it understands that knowledge does not stem from a single external truth 

(Magnusson & Marecek, 2015). My research approach also recognises that 

knowledge is a collective process and that when women interact, the knowledge they 

create challenges, muddles and reinforces what is currently known (or not known) 

about their lived experiences in yoga. 

 

Furthermore, one commonality among most of the women in this study was their 

Muslim faith and a seldom considered aspect of this is the importance placed on being 
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neighbourly, which relates to a sacred understanding of coexistence, informed by the 

Islamic tradition of jiwar (Zaman, 2019). This interconnected way of being offers 

another domain to explore Muslim women’s experiences of physical cultures, which 

was imperative due to the assumption in the studies mentioned earlier that Muslim 

women do not participate in group activities because of faith-based restrictions.  

 

My social constructionist epistemology enabled me to prioritise how women make 

sense of their bodies in yoga together. This focus was also a political decision 

(Caudwell, 2011) as it enabled me to offer an understanding of yoga in resettlement 

programmes as shaped by the participants’ experiences, rather than by the political 

interests of their host countries (Section 1.1). Focusing on the women’s perspectives 

enabled a more accurate understanding of embodied experiences of yoga, and a 

move away from the civic orientation programme’s political framing of yoga as a 

remedy for specific medical(ised) issues (Mitchell et al., 2014) and an enabler of 

economic capability. 

 

3.1.2 Justification for an interpretivist ontology in this study 

My interpretative frame feeds into a wider philosophical debate concerned with the 

nature of being, the concept of reality and the creation of knowledge (Blaikie, 2003). 

At the core of this ontological debate is the divide between objectivism and 

subjectivism. I consider ‘truth’ to be subjective, dynamic, contextual and true for the 

individual. This research follows an interpretivist ontology, a paradigm that focuses on 

recognising and narrating the meaning of human experiences and actions (Levers, 

2013).  
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This interpretivist ontology works in harmony with my focus on lived experiences in 

yoga because it enabled me to draw attention to such experiences and interpret them 

as reality. Such lived experiences are drawn from the dynamic nature of human 

bodies, thoughts, emotions and behaviours. From recognising this dynamism comes 

an acknowledgment that bodies are ever changing and in a constant state of becoming 

(Malkki, 1995; Morley, 2001; Nyers, 2013). Such embodied experiences are viewed in 

this thesis as subjective, cerebral, somatic and kinaesthetic (Subsection 2.12.2). This 

is important because, as Chapter 2 established, not much is known about bodily and 

emotional yoga experiences in a feminised yoga space. Focusing on embodied 

experiences in yoga enabled me to challenge the taken-for-granted assumptions that 

positioned the women as holders of precarious bodies. This was essential as this 

ignorance was due to the earlier mentioned historical othering of the female body that 

belittled women in Descartes’ mind–body dualism, which favours the mind (reason 

and culture) over the body (passion and nature) (Neimanis, 2014; Gaard, 2001, p. 

158).  

 

Interpretivism recognises that reality is not singular; instead it is shaped by human 

experiences and context, which together create multiple realities (Levers, 2013). This 

understanding of reality is crucial as, in a biopolitical sense, the civic orientation 

programme transposed the women’s precarious and harmed bodies into a collective 

social malady that needed to be ‘cured’. This focus on diverse experiences in a shared 

context is important because, as Mohanty argues, the ‘particular is universally 

significant’ (2003, p. 501). My interpretivist approach presents a rare opportunity to 

deconstruct earlier mentioned normative narratives and assumptions that present a 
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one-dimensional understanding of a diverse group of women in a refugee integration 

programme. As focusing on diversity in any marginalised group or community, argues 

Collins (2010), presents an opportunity to deconstruct the normative narrative. Lorde 

would call this inability to recognise diversity as a blindness to recognising a dynamic 

human force, that is enriching rather than threatening to a defined one-dimensional 

understanding (Lorde, 1988/2017). More generally, it calls into question the patriarchal 

one-dimensional objectification of women’s bodies in yoga.  Interpretivism thus 

enabled me to appreciate the women in my study as women with their own personal 

and social histories. 

 

While I was focused on the experiences and actions of the participants, I was guided 

by my own set of beliefs and emotions on how the world should be understood and 

studied (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p. 22). This is particularly so because, as already 

mentioned, I am a scholar-practitioner and do not intend to bracket out this significant 

experience. Consequently, I built into my research methods space to critically reflect 

on a potential bias that my passion for yoga brings (Subsection 3.3.4). 

 

In sum my interpretivist ontology and social constructionist epistemology work in 

synergy. They enabled me to focus on the women’s creative, intimate, diverse and 

rich embodied experiences of yoga, which expanded the narrow focus on the psycho-

social element of a forced migrant’s resettlement. Ultimately this ensured that I could 

explore female forced migrants’ yoga experiences fully rather than (re)telling them 

through the narrow fault lines of employment and health trajectories. This was 

important because, as established in Chapter 2, participants’ experiences of yoga (and 
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physical activities) in refugee integration programmes are seldom the focus in a wide 

range of literature within (mainly) yoga, physical cultures and forced migration studies. 

 

3.2 Qualitative study 

To answer my research questions and achieve the aim of this PhD, I drew on 

Creswell’s book, Qualitative inquiry and research design (2013), while I considered an 

appropriate research design. My qualitative approach enabled me to offer a more 

nuanced understanding of participants’ embodied experiences of yoga, departing from 

the Swedish civic orientation programme’s political framing of yoga as a path to an 

endpoint of health and productivity.  

 

As identified in Chapter 2, not much is known about Middle Eastern Muslim forced 

migrant women’s experiences of yoga and/or refugee integration programmes, across 

a range of literature. My chosen qualitative approach was then vital, as it is the most 

appropriate approach for researching marginalised groups where there is little existing 

knowledge, or when knowledge needs to be reconsidered (Perry, 1998). A qualitative 

approach enabled me to refocus attention away from the large-scale movement of 

forced migration, to the women’s small-scale movements in yoga (Subsection 2.12.1) 

In doing so, I demonstrated that the participants’ lived experiences in yoga mattered. 

This contrasts with the quantitative nature of much yoga research to date (Chapter 2; 

Atkinson, 2010, 2017; Humberstone and Cutler-Riddick, 2015; Morley, 2001; Smith, 

2007), which is often used to justify the deployment of yoga for some, and with the 

other dominant body of literature focused on Western women who actively choose to 

practise yoga of their volition.  
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My qualitative approach worked in synergy with my social constructionist/interpretivist 

approach, as my focus was on documenting the diversity of bodies on the move in 

yoga, to unpick the artificial socially constructed categories that create division among 

us. Focusing on embodied and intersubjective experiences in yoga while paying heed 

to the socio-political context yoga was taught in, enabled me to complicate taken-for-

granted assumptions that fixate on difference (Ghorashi, 2018) and squeeze the 

multifaceted lives of forced migrants into narrow policy categories (Bakewell, 2008) 

This fixation on socially constructed categories ignores our many similarities, which 

should be the building blocks to connection and integration in resettlement, as many 

studies suggest (Agergaard et al., 2022; Collison & De Martini Ugolotti, 2022) from the 

perspective of participants.  

 

While there may be elements that are generalisable to similar contexts, this qualitative 

research study was not intended to be replicable. I do not intend to essentialise 

participants’ experiences of yoga to all Middle Eastern Muslim refugee women. 

Instead, I pay heed to the work of scholars who challenge rather than create categories 

that lead to division and discrimination (Crawley & Skleparis, 2018; De Martini Ugolotti 

& Caudwell, 2022; Lewis, 2010), consistent with my feminist intentions.  

 

3.2.1 Scoping a fieldwork location 

My research aim was not to represent yoga as it is currently understood by wider 

contemporary culture, but as it is lived and practised by a group who are seldom heard. 

Consequently, my scale was tightly focused to ensure the required depth of detail 

needed. My fieldwork location needed to be stable so I could document my belief that 
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forced migrants are in a constant state of becoming (Malkki, 1995; Morley, 2001; 

Nyers, 2013) over time.  

 

In scoping out a fieldwork location, I drew on yoga professional contacts30 and 

connected with 52 yoga teachers who were working with refugees in humanitarian 

settings in the US, Palestine, Canada, East Amman, Iraq, Israel, Denmark, Greece, 

Jordan, France, Germany, Serbia and Sweden. I used an opportunistic sampling 

approach, following up new leads and sometimes taking advantage of the unexpected 

(Creswell, 2013). I gained access, for example, to a Mormon-funded, women-only 

refugee tent in Greek scrubland, by offering to teach yoga to its camp residents. It took 

an eight-month full-time search which included unexpected and last-minute aborted 

moves to Palestine31 and Austria32 before I found two possible fieldwork locations. I 

organised two month-long scoping visits to Sweden and Greece. In Sweden, I 

shadowed TCTSY yoga courses for female forced migrants in a civic orientation 

programme (Figure 3).  In Greece, I taught ‘trauma-informed yoga’33 classes to Yazidi 

women, who had experienced severe sexual assault, in the only women-only tent 

close to a refugee camp (Figure 5). 

                                            

30 Criteria included the teaching qualifications of the practitioner, style of yoga taught and 
whether their courses ran over my research time frame. 
31 I would have been based in Palestine, next to Syria, and my research location did not pass 
the University of Brighton’s risk assessment. 
32 Days before I was due to move to Vienna (having leased a room and with the yoga course 
start date set) I was informed not by the yoga teacher but by coincidence a close friend working 
for the same organisation that the yoga classes were now only for Austrian citizens due to a 
new right-wing agenda of the local government. 
33 Similar to but not the same as TCTSY. 
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Figure 5. Women only yoga tent adjacent to Greek refugee camp for 1,000 people, 

alongside scrubland next to a busy motorway 

Photo Credit:  researcher (original in colour) 

 

These experiences alerted me to the many difficulties I might encounter in my 

fieldwork. In Greece, I encountered an almost daily changing population of refugees, 

Yoga	classes	held	inside	the	
Female	Friendly	Space	in	Greece
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as the camp was a rest stop before journeys were made through mountainous terrain 

towards Bulgaria then Germany. Consequently, there was a high police presence 

which restricted my access to the refugee camp. In addition, each time I wanted to 

connect with a Yazidi woman, I had to seek permission from a respected male elder 

in the Yazidi community who, due to his age and the hot sun, was usually asleep. 

Furthermore, there were no Greek/Kurmanji interpreters and, without a shared 

language, it would present a significant challenge to garner an understanding of lived 

experiences in yoga, as told by the women themselves. The fieldwork context needed 

to be stable so I could document yoga experiences over time and gain insights into 

daily lives lived in (re)settlement.  

 

Sweden was the more stable fieldwork location and the almost daily compulsory yoga 

programme set up specifically for female forced migrants, in this case Middle Eastern 

Muslim women, afforded me with a rare opportunity to capture seldom heard stories 

(Harrell-Bond & Voutira, 2007; Nyers, 2013). This was especially valuable because, 

as my literature review informed me, Muslim women seldom participate in sport for 

cultural and faith based reasons, and thus the compulsory yoga courses would offer 

rare insight. Furthermore, in Sweden, the women were reasonably settled and already 

participating in the TCTSY project, with appropriately trained yoga teachers as part of 

a wider programme of activities supported predominantly by an international woman’s 

association. TCTSY was also a physical (as opposed to a meditative or breathwork) 

practice, which meant I could observe movement, and its choice-based approach to 

movement was paramount as it was held in a compulsory refugee integration 

programme which in many ways represented another instance of forced migration. 
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I met with various directors of the civic orientation programmes and it was agreed, 

after very long negotiations, that I could participate in the yoga courses and then, to 

my surprise, the 9–5 civic orientation programme and yoga workshop for those who 

had ‘failed’ the two-year civic orientation programme. Embedding myself in the 

programme’s daily rhythm enabled me to capture multidimensional understanding(s) 

of lives lived in resettlement, beyond the narrow policy category of a forced migrant.  

 

As TCTSY founder Dave Emerson confirmed, this was the only TCTSY course held 

for refugee women in a refugee integration programme during the timeframe of my 

fieldwork. I was reminded that most yoga studies focus on participants who choose to 

practise yoga, and my intention was to contribute to studies that focus on those that 

had not chosen to practise yoga (Auty et al., 2017 for a meta-analysis of studies; 

Kovalsky et al., 2020; Norman, 2019; Muirhead & Fortune, 2015). I was aware, 

however, that all but one, TCTSY studies to date (Black, 2020) had failed to 

acknowledge the impact of the wider political context on experiences in yoga. 

 

In sum, the TCTSY courses held in a refugee integration programme provided the 

perfect opportunity to explore the synergy between my interpretivist ontology and 

socially constructionist epistemology, as they enabled me to focus on the women’s 

creative, intimate, diverse and rich embodied experiences of yoga, within the 

challenging political context of being forced migrants in exile.  
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3.3 Research methods 

Having established that a qualitative research design was most appropriate for my 

PhD, in harmony with Mason (2018, p. x) I acknowledge that: ‘we need to listen 

attentively, gently and on all channels, if we are to understand the rich and vibrant 

world of which we are part’. I also drew on Back’s (2007) recommendations in his book 

on how to listen carefully. Qualitative research is usually based in conversation, such 

as interviews, focus groups or ethnography, the aim of which is to seek out latent 

meanings and patterns, by generating thick, rich data (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Kuklick, 

1980). My research methods thus included focus groups (which I called steering 

groups, in line with perceiving participants as active and engaged in the group), 

participant observation and interviews. 

 

In line with my feminist and embodied ethnographic approach (Barbour et al. 2019) to 

capture the women’s subjective bodily experiences of yoga I included observations of 

the body in motion as a key data collection tool. To ensure that I did ‘listen attentively, 

gently and on all channels’ (Mason, 2018, p. x), I used my body as a data collection 

tool and this included my embodied skillset as a scholar-practitioner. Firstly, I explore 

the data collection method of the steering group and how the I utilised aspects of 

participatory action research to reduce power imbalances and build much-needed 

rapport between the women and myself. 

 



 

109 

3.3.1 Participatory action research 

Participatory action research (PAR) is a method of working together to examine a 

problematic situation or action and to change it for the better (Kindon et al., 2007). 

While I agree with Hugman et al. (2011a, 2011b) that research with forced migrants is 

justified if it contributes to an ending of their suffering, I was aware that my fieldwork 

study might not have any immediate or long-term benefit for the women. Instead, 

drawing on PAR principles, I decided to shift from an ‘extractive’ imperial model of 

social research to a mode of academic production that was flexible and a socially 

owned process (Kindon et al., 2007). I set up two steering groups with the interpreter 

and cultural advisor34 (who had been attending the civic orientation programme with 

me up to that point), for women who were interested in being part of my study. Each 

steering group had a regular attendance of 11 participants, interpreters and the cultural 

advisor. The steering group meetings reduced the power dynamic of an ‘extractive’ 

imperial model of social research, decreased the tension among the women and 

myself and met Spaaij et al.’s (2019) earlier mentioned call for innovative, co-

designed, ethically driven methodologies in studies of physical activities in refugee 

integration programmes (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999).  

 

Recalling the diversity of forced migrants (Doná, 2007) and that I had worked for years 

in emergency accommodation for newly arrived asylum seekers, I was aware that I 

would need to manage the group dynamic and to expect tensions. Given that some of 

                                            

34 Who was also in the civic orientation programme and who advised me on practical and 
cultural aspects of the fieldwork. 
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the women, including the staff I recruited, had (according to others in the steering 

group) family members in the Syrian government’s notorious interrogation facilities, 

and had used forced migration routes to exit their country, sure enough, I noted 

obvious tension and suspicion in the group.  

 

I chose the meeting spaces carefully in consultation with the cultural advisor (a 

business room in a local library and a function space in an Arab café) to ensure the 

women felt as comfortable as possible together. To build rapport at the first meeting, 

I brought each steering group member a bunch of flowers as a non-verbal way of 

creating a welcoming space and, after the coffee and cake were served, we discussed 

how to best shape and manage my research method prior to beginning my fieldwork 

proper. Including them in every stage was crucial, as being English had compounded 

their tensions and suspicions (NATO had been dropping bombs in Syria just the day 

before).  

 

Two weeks later in the second meeting I introduced the fieldwork study. Having 

responded to the women’s feedback at the first meeting (abandoning the register,35 

participating in yoga at the back of the room instead of at the front) the atmosphere 

was more positive. In fact, the atmosphere felt dynamic, innovative and the women’s 

involvement meant it began to take the shape of a much needed ethically driven 

methodology. 

 

                                            

35 As I came from a charity project management background, I assumed this was needed for 
the fieldwork grant I was awarded. 
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In the steering group meetings, I realised that there was a lack of understanding due 

to a lack of ‘conceptual equivalents’ (Williamson et al., 2011) for qualitative research. 

Using photos and drawings from magazines, I drew on non-verbal methods of image 

elicitation (Harper, 2002; Clark-Ibáñez, 2004) to enhance understanding. Furthermore, 

I also role-played with the interpreter some aspects of what my qualitative yoga 

fieldwork would entail. The use of photos, drawings and role-plays meant subsequent 

meetings became energetic, lively and opinionated and resulted in a more collectively 

owned and flexible research approach (Kindon et al., 2007). Over time I succeeded in 

erasing the negative and suspicious atmosphere that had clouded the start to the 

fieldwork and the steering groups.  

 

It soon became apparent that the two issues of most concern were the consent form 

(3.4.2) and how the fieldwork might benefit them. The women had a very negative 

reaction to the required consent process.36 The forms were in English and, with over 

1,200 words (Appendices), were well-founded, highly regarded and robust. According 

to the women, however, they were not fit for purpose and their assessment was in line 

with critiques of ethics procedures in Western universities, which note a lack of 

capacity to address the complexity of working with marginalised populations (Pittaway 

et al., 2010; Mackenzie et al., 2007).  

	

The steering group members requested all paperwork be translated into Arabic 

(Appendices). Leila, spoke on behalf of the women and stated: ‘I am going to rewrite 

it, just in a way that we Arabs understand it without it being like negative because 

                                            

36 A requirement of the University of Brighton’s Tier 2 ethical approval prior to departure. 
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sometimes some words translated to Arabic may sound negative. Like observed. We 

don’t want to be watched’ (steering group meeting, 06.04.2018). Also the women were 

not keen on the use of the term ‘refugee’ as all were aware of its negative connotations; 

and they had no conceptual equivalents for the terms ‘health and safety’ and ‘risk’. 

Furthermore, in relation to their Muslim culture, the women were especially 

uncomfortable with ‘being observed’ in yoga. Leila shared: ‘You wouldn’t use that word 

observed. Because [we might] do yoga without our headscarves.’ The women also 

requested that I seek verbal as well as written consent to reproduce any photographs 

taken of them because of potentially haram content, as these would show them 

moving in unfamiliar yoga moves and needed to be scrutinised in line with the group’s 

everyday understanding of their faith. Leila summarised: ‘If a photo of is taken, you 

will be shown it to the women and you will ask for consent again. If the women don’t 

give consent, then the photo will be deleted immediately’ (06.04.2018).	 

 

Oral consent was important as some of the women, like Mariam who signed the Arabic 

consent form with a cross, had left school at a young age and could not read or write 

Arabic, rendering the translated consent and participant information sheet redundant. 

This was in line with Blanchard’s (2018) practice regarding oral consent as a more 

suitable option in his thesis on a critical analysis of a grassroots, community football 

club for male refugees and asylum seekers in Glasgow. This worked well in my 

fieldwork, not only because of the lack of literacy skills of some of the women, but 

because it meant I continued to check in with the women throughout the fieldwork. 

This was important because the women had a dynamic relationship with yoga and 

certain moves that were considered haram soon became halal and vice versa. 
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While written consent had the advantage of being explicit and minimised ambiguity 

should a participant complain (Hugman et al., 2011a, 2011b), it was problematic. The 

practical complexities around obtaining consent were clear and echoed points raised 

in Mackenzie et al.’s study with a similar group (2007). Using an iterative approach, 

as recognised by Hugman et al. (2011a), ensured ‘informed’ consent and the steering 

group meetings meant I could keep checking in with the women to make sure this was 

so. Striking this balance of adapting the forms to meet the women’s needs while 

staying within the agreed ethical frame required significant care and attention, more 

so due to ‘conceptual equivalence’ issues (Williamson et al., 2011) and its success 

demonstrated the importance of using participatory action research to deal with 

potential ongoing issues. 

 

As the women grew more comfortable in the steering group meetings they started to 

think about how the study could be of benefit to them. During one steering group 

meeting, Dima, asked: ‘You get your PhD, what is in it for us?’ (steering group meeting, 

23.04.2018), echoing similar comments made by the refugee women participating in 

Pittaway et al.’s (2010) study. In response to Dima, our discussions resulted in 

requests for me to devise and deliver a three-hour workshop to address particular 

shoulder issues and also the tummy aches they were experiencing due to late night 

meals during Ramadan.  

 

The women requested an exhibition portraying them in their chosen yoga asana (see, 

Dima’s chosen photograph in (Figure 7 and 8). The photographic exhibition was 

displayed in the gallery space (Figure 9) in a building shared with the Department of 

Employment, and where Swedish citizens (on other courses) and the women spent 
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their coffee and lunch breaks (Figure 10). Generous funding was provided by an 

international women’s association which enabled all the 25 photographs to be 

professionally framed and hung, for the exhibition’s opening night. The exhibition, as 

Nour explained, showed that ‘we are not just lazy and sitting around all day’ (informal 

conversation, 14.10.2019), as shown by the many comments in the visitors book. One 

Swedish person commented: ‘Beautiful and inspiring photos that reminds me that 

everyone need to find their own way to yoga. Yoga is for all!’ (Appendices), I even 

dealt with an unusual request to create a professional opportunity for Aisha, a singer 

from Palestine, to perform and record a song with a professional musician (Figure 6) 

which was premiered at the opening event of the women in yoga exhibition. 

 

Figure 6. Song professionally recorded with a member of a Swedish Symphony 

Orchestra. Click here, then download to listen to song37 

Credit: Created by several people including the singer Aisha 

 

 

 

                                            

37 Or copy and paste web link: 
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1RIhlY9dhdJYjmWbWne2tzGmUa9nNsN-B/view?usp=sharing 
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Figure 7. Dima’s chosen photograph for Women in Yoga exhibition 

Photo credit: researcher (original in colour) 

 

 

Figure 8. Dima’s seeing her chosen photograph at the private viewing of the  

Women in Yoga exhibition 

Photo credit:  researcher (original in colour) 
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Figure 9. Women in Yoga photo exhibition space  

Photo credit:  Researcher (original in colour) 

THE EXHIBITION

THE EXHIBITION
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Figure 10. Exhibition held in building shared with the Department of Employment  

Photo credit:  researcher (original in colour) 

 

I organised certificates of attendance (Figure 11), references (proving evidence of 

skills and employability) (Appendices) and handmade yoga props for the women at 

the end of the fieldwork. I also planned an awards ceremony for everyone involved 

and ensured their contributions to this study were documented as requested in both a 

Swedish and UK newsletter38 (Appendices). 

 

 

                                            

38 Often refugees arrive in host countries without certificates, documentation or references 
which prove their professional worth. In Sweden, according to the participants, newsletters 
are a recognised way of evidencing this worth to potential employers. The cultural advisor 
explained to me that an English article especially from a UK university would carry additional 
prestige.  

EXHIBITION				
VENUE
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Figure 11. Certificate of attendance (on back listed skills developed during fieldwork study 

Photo credit: Maya (original in colour). 

 

Each activity the women requested, especially the professional yoga photo shoots, 

required time off from the civic orientation programme, which I was initially told would 

not be possible. This was resolved as I wrote and submitted a formal letter to a 

representative of the Swedish Department of Unemployment on University of Brighton 

letterhead, with the signatures of my three supervisors (Appendices). I then requested 

a meeting with a director and with one of the interpreters explained how such activities 

could enhance employment opportunities. With this, she finally agreed to the time off. 

She allocated two staff members to accompany us and asked that I provided a 

translated copy of said letter to each of the 42 participants to evidence their time off, 

in case they were stopped and questioned. 

 

My tacit knowledge as a scholar-practitioner (Bryman, 2016) and socially embedded 

approach also generated opportunities for the participants beyond the remit of my 

study. I supported several women who were interested in teaching yoga, offered one-

to-one yoga training, and organised opportunities for some to lead yoga classes. 

Furthermore, recently, some participants attended my online global yoga teacher 
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training courses for yoga teachers working in humanitarian settings with forced 

migrants (Appendices). They attended in a scholarship role as an ‘expert by 

experience’. Aside from gaining certified yoga training, it provided a much-needed yet 

seldom seen platform to share their experiences as participants of a refuge integration 

programme. This is in line with Wittels and Mansfield’s (2021) call in their study on 

weight stigma for the creation of learning spaces to avoid seeing participants as in 

some way deficient. 

 

Towards the end of the fieldwork in Sweden, the women’s warmth and appreciation 

suggested that I had embedded myself sensitively into their worlds and turned around 

the shaky start. The steering groups were key to this success and, as Banah 

summarised: 

 

I’m very pleased about the ideas [from the steering group] and I like this. 
I thought this is creativity, so this is very important. I feel like I’m the 
messenger to other women. I like to tell them about everything 
happening here [in the fieldwork] and I want everybody to hear our 
voices. (Banah, interview 23.04.2018) 

 

Ultimately, respect and honesty grew as rapport and trust was built over several 

steering group meetings, and meant I had the women’s blessings to participate in their 

daily lives, and so my participant observations began. 

 

3.3.2 Participant observation 

Participant observation is a method of data collection that enabled me to study 

participants as they went about their daily lives (Emerson et al., 2001). My intention 
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was to become a ‘complete’ observer (Creswell, 2013, p. 290) to interpret the women’s 

creative, intimate, diverse and rich embodied experiences of yoga by immersing 

myself in: ‘The daily routines of this setting, developing ongoing relations with the 

people in it and observ[ing] all the while what is going on’ (Emerson et al., 2001, p. 1). 

In addition to participating in the four times weekly yoga courses, I participated in the 

9–5 civic orientation programme. And it was a happy coincidence that, since I lived 

close to the women, I often bumped into them, which meant I quickly became part of 

their daily lives. These multiple daily opportunities to ‘hang out’ with the women 

corresponded to the approach of Ibrahim (2008) in a study with African youth in 

Canada. It also enabled me to move away from the one-dimensional understanding of 

the policy category of the female forced migrant in trauma (Bakewell, 2008; Ibrahim, 

2008) held by the civic orientation programme. 

 

While studies note that the body often seems to be taken for granted, regarded as 

unimportant and even ‘absent’ (Leder, 1990) in daily life, in this fieldwork observing 

the body was key to participant observation. Reminded of my feminist intention to 

include the body as a site of knowledge (Subsection 2.12.2), I drew on Evers’ (2010) 

study and his term ‘affective assemblage’ to refer to the totality of bodily data, a mixed 

assortment of touch, smell, sight, sound and taste. In line with my embodied approach, 

I intended to ‘democratise the senses’ (Back, 2007 p.8). Using my body as a data 

collection tool, I contributed to the growing acceptance within the social sciences that 

the individual’s experience of their body and its movements cannot be gauged through 

verbal accounts alone (Barbour, 2002, 2004; Green, 2002; Kleinman, 1982; Purser, 

2018; Sheets-Johnstone, 2009b).  
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I took Samudra’s (2008) suggestion from her martial arts study of ‘thick participation’, 

that is, I used my body to acquire shared cultural knowledge in yoga and this enabled 

me to further understand embodied yoga experiences. ‘Thick participation’ along with 

my scholar-practitioner stance confirmed that my body was a vital instrument for 

recording data ‘beyond the classic 5 sensorium’ focused on in many sport studies 

(Allen-Collinson, 2009). In particular, I visited the mosque and enacted salah and also 

fasted during Ramadan. Next, I explore how both led me to adapt my research 

approach to better meet the women’s needs. 

 

Visiting the mosque 

I have visited and worked in several UK mosques and so it was to my surprise that my 

embodied experiences of the Swedish Mosque (Figure 12) were so very different. This 

served as a reminder that my body, too, was an ever-changing site of knowledge, 

based on the context I was in.  

 



 

122 

 

 Figure 12. The Swedish Mosque most participants attended 

Photo credit: researcher (original in colour). 

 

I enjoyed being shown around the mosque by the women and was surprised by the 

leopard-print headscarf I was given from a communal box for ‘ladies who forget to 

bring their scarves’. The friendly ambience was similar to that in the yoga studio. The 

hushed tones, shoes off, call and response nature of salah and being tucked away in 

a cosy women-only corner of the mosque created a similar atmosphere to yoga. I 
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could see why the women easily noted similarities between the practices of yoga 

classes and religious worship (Chapter 4). When I participated in salah I experienced 

the visceral connection between salah and certain yoga sequences profoundly due to 

the habits my body held in yoga (Merleau-Ponty, 1962) and this corresponded to what 

Sheets-Johnstone (2009b) refers to as ‘kinaesthetic melodies’. 

 

Moving my body in salah enabled me reach out to the women’s worlds and observe 

some of their phenomena, and to more fully understand the meaning the women gave 

to their many impressions, expressions and forms in yoga. Without such an approach, 

I would have analysed the ‘divine agency’ (Mahmood, 2005) the women experienced 

in yoga from the binary perspective mentioned in sport studies with Muslim women 

(Samie, 2013) or the performance politics mentioned in forced migration studies 

(McGregor, 2011; Rajan, 2019; Suzuki, 2016). Visiting the mosque held the potential 

to expand current understandings of the women as more than passive recipients of 

humanitarian aid, enriched understandings of what the women brought to their yoga 

practice and enabled me to offer a more multidimensional understanding of lives lived 

in resettlement (Subsection 3.1.2). 

 

My embodied experiences of visiting the mosque and in particular of salah altered my 

interview approach. During the interviews, I was more kinaesthetically attuned to how 

the women felt in both certain yoga asanas and salah, rather than merely 

understanding it as a concept or experience solely for Muslim women. This intense 

experience made the women’s faith-based yoga experiences much more relatable and 
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built stronger rapport in interviews and informal conversations, and thus added greater 

depth to my data collection.  

 

Fasting 

Having taught yoga to forced migrants since 2007, I was well aware of the ritual of 

fasting among various nationalities, ethnicities and religions. As my fieldwork took 

place over the almost month-long fast of Ramadan, I decided to fast too in order to 

keep in a similar rhythm to the women during the day-long fast. I soon became aware 

of ‘Ramadan brain’ (something we – the women, three interpreters, the cultural advisor 

and myself – all defined as a slightly foggy, forgetful, unfocused and tetchy presence). 

During this time, everyone had difficulty focusing, and interviews became repetitive 

and muddled, as shown in my interview with Nadia: 

 

Interpreter: She doesn’t know. [laughs] 

Researcher: She doesn’t know. 

Interpreter: She stops … uh, uh, she has now [stopped talking]. 

Researcher: Nadia has Ramadan brain? Okay this is the last question 
[laughter]. 

Interpreter: She says she feel like all her bones are stretched, doing 
sports at the gym. With yoga. She– she has Ramadan brain. [laughter] 

She just, um, said the opposite thing like she’s– she meant to say the 
gym makes you just, um, stretch your whole, uh, your whole bones. 

Researcher: The gym makes you stretch– 

Interpreter: No the– the yoga. 

Researcher: The yoga. You’ve got Ramadan brain now! (During Nadia’s 
interview, 25.05.2018)  
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Fasting increased my somatic empathy and patience with the women and fieldwork 

staff, and I experienced a visceral realisation that I needed to alter my timetable and 

offer interviews during Ramadan only to those not fasting such as heavily pregnant 

Amira. I redesigned my yoga lessons to meet the bodily needs of the women, of which 

I was now viscerally more aware. Fasting should be taken into consideration when 

creating research methodologies with forced migrants, especially as most forced 

migrants are from Muslim-majority countries. I did so and this enabled the women to 

fully participate in the research process. This aligned with my research approach to 

give voice to those seldom heard in refugee integration programmes (Spaaij et al., 

2019), and more broadly it was in line with a finding of Spaaij’s research with newly 

arrived asylum seekers attending community sports organisations that ‘refugee 

settlement needs to be understood as a two-way process of mutual accommodation 

requiring adaptation on the part of both the migrant and the host society’ (2012, p. 

1529). 

 

Scholar-practitioner 

These data collection methods were enhanced as I drew on my ‘embodied ways of 

knowing’ (Barbour, 2018) as a scholar-practitioner of yoga. It was not methodologically 

productive to bracket out my yoga experience, as already established. Indeed, my 

experience, interest and tacit knowledge as a yoga practitioner fuelled an active 

approach to this fieldwork study (Bryman, 2016), making me more of a ‘observant 

participant’ (Singleton, 2017). This resonated with the ‘participant experienced’ 

approach of Fassin and d’Halluin (2005), who used their medical backgrounds to 

critically analyse how medical certificates were issued to asylum seekers. My 
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significant experience of various interceptive and kinaesthetic practices confers a clear 

difference between my own approach and that of many other academic bodies 

(Wildcroft, 2018). As yoga scholar-practitioner Wildcroft puts it: ‘practitioners both 

experience and observe yoga differently to non-practitioners’ (2018, p. 57).  

 

To conclude this section, I summarise the impact of my scholar-practitioner 

perspective. My own body was clearly heavily implicated in data collection and was 

not neutral. Instead of suspending my understanding of yoga, I took a reflexive stance, 

what Vacchelli (2018) termed ‘embodied reflexivity’ and cultivated curiosity 

(LeVasseur, 2003) to gain additional perspectives. To appreciate and manage this role 

better, in line with Wildcroft (2018) I too adapted notions from dance theory of the 

expert and the non-expert mover (Cole & Montero, 2007; Calvo-Merino et al., 2005) 

and drew on a meditation study (Ataria et al., 2015, p. 134) which noted that an 

awareness of the senses is defined according to the practitioner’s level of flexibility 

between her body and its world.  

 

My scholar-practitioner perspective was paramount as the women experienced a 

sensory ‘feel’ for yoga movements rather than developing an intellectual 

understanding through verbal instruction. That is, they thought in movement rather 

than about movement (Purser, 2018; Rhodes, 2006; Sheets-Johnstone, 1981). 

Consequently, I drew on my observations and experiential expertise to help the 

women think ‘about their movement’ during the interviews. When I asked Sa’adia for 

example, why she always kept her neck upright in yoga, she revealed this was related 
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to a difficult childbirth and not, as I had assumed, due to forced migration trauma. Such 

revelations enabled me to challenge current understandings of the female forced 

migrant body as no more than a product of trauma due to war and flight (Section 5.3; 

5.4.2). Furthermore, as a scholar-practitioner, I completed the 35 hours of TCTSY 

teacher training in Denmark with the civic orientation programme teachers.39 This 

enabled me to act as a substitute teacher (Subsection 3.3.1) and create new yoga 

spaces and, thus, truly amplify seldom captured yoga experiences.  

 

In sum, focusing on the women’s everyday lives, beyond their forced migration 

categories, expanded the current understanding of the women as mere passive 

recipients of humanitarian aid, as noted in already mentioned studies (Bakewell, 2008; 

Ibrahim, 2008). Including my embodied responses as a scholar-practitioner enriched 

my understandings of what the women brought to their yoga practice and ultimately 

enabled me to document important aspects of Islamic culture and faith, which denote 

a bodily agency to life in resettlement seldom told. Furthermore, adapting my research 

approach based on my experiences of ‘Ramadan brain’ and salah ensured that each 

woman’s voice (in interviews) and bodily agency (in salah) were more fully included in 

my study (Subsection 2.12.1; Section 3.1.2). 

 

To conclude, through my embodied and scholar-practitioner approach to participant 

observation, I perceived the body to be an (un)intentional ‘fleshy’ discourse within 

which the patriarchal and economic power relations of the Swedish civic orientation 

                                            

39 At the time of my fieldwork it was a prerequisite to have completed the minimal (200-hour) 
yoga teacher training course for enrolment in TCTSY teacher training. 
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programme in my fieldwork can be (re)interpreted. This supports my interpretivist 

ontological position that lived experiences of yoga are socially constructed and ever-

changing.  

 

3.3.3 Yoga data collection methods 

Data collection of individual movement 

My scholar-practitioner perspective enabled me to capture the grace, ease and skilful 

negotiation of participants’ lived experience (Lussier-Ley, 2010) in yoga. This was in 

line with my qualitative approach to include participants’ bodies in everyday 

understandings of yoga. Thus, the women’s sense of self in yoga was shaped by 

proprioceptive capabilities rooted in a coordination of what Grosz defines as ‘postural, 

tactile, kinaesthetic, and visual sensations’ (1994, p. 83).  

 

Karen Barbour’s (2002, 2018) concept of ‘embodied ways of knowing’ offered an 

alternative understanding to mind–body dualism (which as mentioned, I intend to 

dismantle as a feminist) which involved questioning the boundaries between the 

physical and mental dimensions of human existence (Purser, 2018, p. 320). 

Reminded, of Barbour’s statement that: ‘just as embodiment acknowledged diversity 

as a result of socio-cultural and corporeal aspects and location’, an embodied way of 

knowing also ‘incorporated individual differences in knowing’ (2004, p. 234). To 

capture how the women in my study made sense of yoga, I focused on embodied 

subjectivity (Merleau-Ponty, 1962) which necessitated paying particularly close 

attention to each woman’s embodied yoga experiences.  
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Yoga, like any other physical discipline at any significant level, is an incremental 

process. This applies to the physical competence, not just of how to achieve various 

acts of movement, posture, breath and stillness, but how a yoga practice varies 

according to each women’s embodied form, and the depth of awareness of sensations 

arising within her body (Fiori et al., 2014). Capturing such bodily data required the 

subtle observation of a scholar-practitioner. 

 

I drew on the second part of Barbour’s definition, that is: ‘an embodied way of knowing 

also incorporates individual differences in knowing’ to collect data. I observed each 

woman in yoga, starting with a general impression of her body, then gradually focused 

on distinct aspects of her yoga practice such as the relative stiffness, strength or flow 

of her limbs, her balance, and the length and quality of her breath. The intention was 

to capture an awareness of the assemblage of these discrete parts, in line with my 

understanding that we are more than the sum of our parts (Leder, 1990; Kleinman, 

1982). It was relatively easy to see the impact pain had on how the women approached 

and participated in yoga, as this chimes with other movement and theoretical yoga 

studies that note how movement is changed through altered breathing and when trying 

to balance (Jackson, 1983; Morley, 2001, p. 76; Persson, 2010).  

 

During my scoping visit, this individual approach was realistic as each yoga course 

had four to six participants. When I returned to begin my fieldwork proper, class sizes 

had swelled to 15–20 participants, making it trickier to observe these ‘individual 

differences in knowing’. Despite this, I collected significant data and this was important 

as over time women with a new-found flexible and intuitive grasp of yoga would reach 



 

130 

a point where ‘their thinking is in movement more that it is about movement’ (Purser, 

2018, p. 326). That is, Sheets-Johnstone’s (2009b) ‘kinaesthetic melody’, as a familiar 

melody inscribed in kinaesthetic memory revealed in movement, will be felt in yoga 

but may not be cerebral and therefore not expressed (Purser, 2018; Rhodes, 2015). 

Furthermore, I anticipated that the women would struggle to verbalise aspects of yoga 

and not solely due to our lack of a shared language. Unlike participants in most yoga 

studies (Persson, 2010; Woodyard, 2011), the women were new to yoga, not 

participating of their own volition and crucially, since they did not have an 

understanding of group exercise or yoga, it was not an established rhythm to their 

daily life. Consequently, the women were not used to reflecting on their physical yoga 

forms and this demonstrates the importance of using my scholar-practitioner 

observational skills. 

 

Acknowledging that the body does hold the score in trauma recovery, in line with other 

TCTSY and anthropological studies (as evidenced in van der Kolk et al., 2014; 

Rhodes, 2015; Rhodes et al., 2016; Salih, 2017) was important. It was also imperative 

to observe that ‘an embodied way of knowing also incorporates individual differences 

in knowing’ and that bodily complexities and ambivalences in yoga reveal multifaceted 

(hi)stories (Barbour, 2004; Kruks, 2014, p. 78).  

 

In sum, focusing on embodied ways of knowing enabled me to expand the political 

narrative of the problematic and passive female forced migrant in resettlement and 

demonstrate that the bodies of women in yoga are not unresponsive ‘Newtonian’ 

masses. Ultimately, observing the women’s bodies enabled me to ‘disclose the 
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“bodily” ways in which people create and engage in a culture within its own genuine 

sources’ (Desjarlais, 1992, p. 2), and thus centre the body (Subsection 2.12.2) as 

active and engaged with its world (Subsection 2.12.1). 

 

Data collection of moving together in yoga 

I recognised that the history of the body is made manifest by the way that new 

movements are perceived, learned and carried out together in the yoga space (also 

Purser, 2018, p. 328). While most participants enjoy the uncomplicated social 

interaction that being together in yoga and refugee integration programmes brings 

(Wildcroft, 2018; Carpi et al., 2020; Nervin, 2008; Uehling, 2015), this is seldom 

captured in relevant studies. The rare context of yoga taught as choice-based 

movement, but practised in the compulsory of a refugee integration programme 

presented me with a unique opportunity to explore group yoga dynamics using 

Foucault concept of a heterotopia (Foucault, 1967/1986). That is, it is a space that falls 

outside traditionally normative or hegemonic institutional zones of power and order 

(Subsection 2.12.4). This was important as the group dynamic to yoga is yet to be 

captured in the few studies of yoga in heterotopias (Atkinson, 2010; Humberstone & 

Cutler-Riddick, 2015). Focusing on the group dynamic of a yoga heterotopia will shift 

normative conversations away from female forced migrants’ bodies as a site of trauma 

and problems (Mohamed, 1999; Uehling, 2015) towards more interconnected 

understandings of yoga and life in resettlement. Next, I describe how from a scholar-

practitioner perspective I collected data on the group dynamic of yoga.  
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To capture the group dynamic of how the women prepared for and participated in 

yoga, I arrived 20 minutes early.40 Specifically, I recorded how the women entered the 

yoga studio and utilised the communal areas including the washroom, lounge and 

changing rooms. Once in the yoga room, I noted how the women set up the yoga 

equipment (yoga mats, eye pillows, bolsters, blankets and blocks),41 and positioned 

themselves in the class. At a later stage in the fieldwork, I focused on how the women 

moved in yoga spaces I created, such as the photo shoots, the yoga workshops and 

their interviews. This generated rich group data, including observations of wudu (a 

series of washing rituals normally conducted prior to salah), a practice so familiar to 

the women not one mentioned it in their interviews or informal conversations. Without 

focusing on the group dynamic and noticing certain patterns and rhythms prior to and 

during yoga I would not have brought to the fore other aspects of female forced 

migrants’ resettled lives, beyond forced migration policy categories. 

 

In the yoga classes, without a shared language, I focused on somatic awareness – 

how the women engaged with, copied and observed each other and the yoga teacher 

and how they used yoga paraphernalia – to track how the women built a collective 

yoga experience. Moreover, since I gifted my teaching fee, I was a popular substitute 

teacher which meant I had numerous opportunities to view how the women moved as 

a group. I was able to position my PhD within the studies mentioned in Chapter 2 that 

informed me that moving together in new ways could be transformative (Jackson 1983; 

                                            

40 The doors opened 20 minutes before a yoga class. At all other times the yoga studio was 
locked. 
41 Straps, an usual component of yoga class apparel, were, for obvious reasons, not used in 
the TCTSY courses. 
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Nevrin, 2008), reinforce old daily rhythms or perhaps be an amalgamation of both 

(Ahmed, 2004).  

 

Being able to move my body alongside the moving bodies of the women, first with our 

separate and then shared histories, habits and sensory fields, allowed me to capture 

additional rich and nuanced data and gave, in Wildcroft’s words, ‘a critical edge to the 

fieldwork’ (2018, p.57-58). However, aware of my positionality and my passion for 

yoga, I experienced the dynamics within these yoga courses differently. As Smith 

(2007) notes, however, my own embodied experience as a researcher and yoga 

practitioner was important as it enabled me to feel rather than just be told of certain 

visceral experiences in yoga. Being able to share my yoga experiences and close 

observations with the women in their interviews created a shared kinaesthesia of yoga 

experiences which enhanced rapport.  

 

One tension in this data collection method, however, lay in the feminist ontological 

intention to not objectify the women (Mohanty, 2003; Spivak 1988). Including 

embodied experiences generated rich and unanticipated bodily data and meant bodily 

experiences such as wudu were revealed. I drew inspiration from Salih (2017) in her 

study with Palestinian refugees. Salih centres the body as a site of knowledge and 

notes that the women’s ‘narratives and postures convey emotional, perceptual, bodily 

experiences rather than fact-based narratives’ (2017, p. 744). Thus focusing on the 

women’s smaller scale movements in yoga enabled me to offer a more embodied 

account (Subsection 2.12.2) and redress the faceless and fact(less) narrative of 

women on the move in forced migration.  
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3.3.4 Reflexive and ethnographic diaries 

Ethnographic diaries 

I kept ethnographic diaries to document in a regular and systematic way observations 

made while participating in the women’s yoga courses, their civic orientation 

programme and daily lives (Emerson et al., 2001, p. 1). I wrote,42  drew, notated yoga 

classes and stuck photographs in these diaries. Together this generated ‘thick 

ethnographic notes’ (Ponterotto, 2006) based on my ‘thick participation’ (Samudra, 

2008) in the women’s (re)settled lives.  

 

Since there is no standard notation for yoga sequences that has been academically 

scrutinised, I initially drew on the Laban dance notation (Hutchinson et al., 1977) which 

has been used as an interpretative tool in anthropological (Rhodes, 2006) and 

sociological (Abe, 2017) studies. This notation proved problematic, however, as it did 

not offer a means of recording the movements of women wearing hijabs, loose-fitting 

casual clothes and shoes.  

 

Instead, as a scholar-practitioner, I resorted to the yoga notation system I have been 

developing for professional purposes since 2007. I refined this system and drew 

inspiration from scholar-practitioner Wildcroft’s (2018) thesis on post-lineage yoga for 

which she developed a yoga notation system for the purpose of her fieldwork. I had 

                                            

42 Due to my dyslexia, I audio-recorded my thoughts each day and transcribed them using 
computer software after I returned home. For ease of reference I refer to these recordings as 
written texts. 
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already developed the ability to recall yoga classes by simply physically repeating 

them, then notating them. This proved useful as the women were obliged to attend up 

to four yoga classes each week and some were two hours long. I also honed my ability 

to identify small but significant bodily movements beneath the hijab or loose clothing 

and drew them in my diary. While it is easy to detect the degree of tension held in a 

barefoot yoga student in lycra by the movement of her chest (shallow and tense) or 

stomach (relaxed and confident) as she breathes, or how tightly her toes are squeezed 

and clenched to the floor when trying to balance, for a hijabi woman I adapted my 

gaze. Instead, shoulders rapidly moving up and down denoted chest breathing and, 

instead of tense toes,43 if a woman stared at the floor while trying to balance this would 

indicate a coming fall, since you always land where you look when trying to balance 

in yoga. These finer observations, coupled with my notation system, made it far easier 

to document bodily movement and reinforced the link made by Ahmed (2004) between 

movement and emotion. 

 

Reflective diaries 

A central aspect of feminist methodology is that knowledge is relative and context-

based and involves the use of reflexivity on the part of the ethnographer (Vacchelli, 

2013). I used reflective diaries to capture embodied experiences during my fieldwork, 

as recommended by Vacchelli (2018). Crucially, I started my fieldwork diary after the 

                                            

43 Often newly-arrived forced migrants have one pair of shoes and damaged feet. Like other 
marginalised groups I have taught, such as the partially sighted, they insisted on keeping their 
shoes on as it gives them security and a sense of agency (for example if they need to leave 
the building quickly in the case of a fire alarm) and saves embarrassment. 
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pilot interview (Subsection 3.3.5) as, given my scholar-practitioner role, it was 

important I reflected on my embodied skillset (Wildcroft, 2018) and positionality as a 

woman who did not wear a hijab and was not from a Muslim-majority country. 

 

Consequently, I was concerned how effectively I would observe yoga bodies hidden 

underneath layers of clothing and maintain my focus on the body as a site of 

knowledge. In the UK while teaching bharadvajasana (Figure 13) to a group of elders, 

I could easily ‘see’ the correct and safe yoga asana of knees apart (left) rather than 

together (right). Missing this vital bodily data would cause bodily harm when teaching 

yoga to women hijabis and I began to worry. 

 

  

Figure 13. Bharadvajasana correctly and (more) safely executed on left; on right back 

issues could ensue 

Photo credit:  researcher (original in colour) 
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Teaching bharadvajāsana to a group of elders in the UK then in Sweden, I reflected 

on this. Teaching this asana to a hijabi woman, I instead observed if her knees were 

together by observing how straight her spine was. With a perfectly straight spine, the 

women had their knees apart (Figure 14 left). Otherwise the women would slouch to 

one side, angle their head to counter-balance the slouch (Figure 14 right) and 

(although the reader cannot see this) slightly tense and purse the right side of the 

mouth as they tried to rebalance the left slouch felt further in their shoulder. 

 

 

       1. Knees apart so back is straight    2. Knees together, slouching on the side  

Figure 14. Bharadvajasana (variation 1) on left correctly, on right incorrectly 

Photo credit:  researcher (original in colour) 

 

Unlike the UK elders, who often responded with exclamations such as ‘My mum told 

me to keep my legs crossed’ and ‘Nice girls don’t do this’, I did not have to advise 
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them to keep their knees apart as they held an unconscious freedom of movement in 

bharadvajasana, much like the Afghani women who chose to wear hijabs after the ‘fall’ 

of the Taliban in Abu-Lughod’s (2002) study.  

 

This reflects the significance of using reflective diaries before commencing fieldwork. 

The UK elder women’s restricting ‘knees-together’ habit related to subtle patriarchal 

societal cues, whereas the women in hijabs did not experience this and consequently 

never commented on their freedom to move in hijabs during their interviews. 

 

Working through these feelings in my reflective diary, I had to readjust my yoga gaze 

created by a lack of critical reflection on my Eurocentric yoga teacher training 

certification, as this was hidden under the warm glow of a ‘yoga for all’ ethos. Without 

beginning my reflexive diaries in the UK there would have been a limitation on my 

ability to capture bodily data, even though this was my earlier criticism (Chapter 2) of 

sport studies with Muslim women, which fail to acknowledge the fleshiness of Muslim 

women’s bodies.  

 

This reflection meant that I could spotlight Muslim women’s bodies as sites of 

knowledge and move them from their shadow position in the Cartesian binaries of 

mind–body, rational–irrational and reasons–emotion mentioned in Chapter 2. I could 

thus contribute a much-needed experiential (embodied and emotional) dimension to 

the literature in physical activities with forced migrants which, as Spaaij et al., (2019) 

note in their meta-analysis of physical cultures in refugee integration programmes, is 

sorely missing.  
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In sum, these body data collection methods went beyond the regular practice of 

‘describing and interrogating talk about the body’ (Chadwick, 2016, p. 55) and provided 

fleshier qualitative research methods (Jackson, 1983, 1989) based on corporeal, 

somatic and kinaesthetic experiences. These methods also clarified, enlivened and 

enriched informal conversations regarding lived experiences in yoga. While this bodily 

research data has contributed to the earlier mentioned, turn in social sciences towards 

less ‘logocentric’ studies ‘whereby speech has been overemphasized as the privileged 

means of human communication, and the body neglected’ (Douglas, 1978, p. 85), it 

also created a seldom-captured synergy between verbal and non-verbal data and this 

was in line with my non-dualistic research approach. A more detailed analysis of my 

verbal data method – interviews – is provided next. 

 

3.3.5 Interviews 

The interviews were an important counterbalance to participant observation as I could 

gather subjective accounts of yoga from the ‘inside out, where one is aware of feelings, 

movements and intentions rather than looking objectively from the outside in’ (Hanna, 

1988, p. 20). I held pilot interviews in the UK, and my learnings from this coupled with 

my interview experiences with forced migrants, sex-trafficked women and those with 

complex trauma informed my interview approach in Sweden.  

 

Pilot interviews 

In the UK six women kindly agreed to participate in semi-structured pilot interviews. 

The Arab women, all of whom had experienced forced migration, were part of a group 
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of women I have been teaching yoga to since 2014. The interviewees reflected the 

nationality, languages spoken and religion of the women in my Swedish fieldwork 

study. Their experiences shaped my interview approach in Sweden in two significant 

ways. 

 

The first way the pilot interviewees shaped my Swedish interview approach was we 

realised it was much easier to demonstrate the yoga asanas and how the women felt 

about them, than to explain them.44 Observing the women and asking follow-up 

questions enabled me to prioritise how each woman made sense of her body during 

yoga. In recognising the body as a communicative tool, I considered where the 

Swedish interviews would be held and ensured that bodily movements could be 

explored without social embarrassment.  

 

Secondly, for some women, the pilot interviews triggered harrowing memories of trying 

to give the perceived correct answers to questions in Home Office asylum interviews 

(Haile et al., 2020). Recognising that even with semi-structured interviews this was a 

fundamental problem, I referred Braun and Clarke’s (2013) book and used prompts 

(repeating or rephrasing what each woman said) instead of posing further questions 

to seek clarification. While this conversational style meant that no two interviews were 

the same, I also factored in the need for thematic comparisons across my data corpus 

(Braun & Clarke 2006) and so limited the interview conversations to four broad topics 

                                            

44 One interviewee for example demonstrated how one yoga sequences from standing 
(tadasana) to child’s pose (balasana) and returning to standing (tadasana) replicated the ritual 
movements of Islamic prayer. 
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areas: yoga in Sweden, the impact of yoga in the classes, the impact of yoga outside 

of the classes and yoga in the country of origin. To ensure the women had the 

opportunity to share all their yoga experiences, at the end of each interview I asked a 

‘clean-up’ question (Braun & Clarke, 2013) such as: ‘Is there anything else you would 

share regarding your experiences in yoga?’ This, combined with my conversational 

style, allowed space to raise issues or extensive reflections and generated additional 

unanticipated data that had not been explored through my previous questioning. 

 

Feedback included that I should provide a fuller explanation of the consent form and 

participant information sheet before each interview, but not intimidate the women with 

the form filling and thus maintain a welcoming and informal approach. I drew on my 

experiences of creating welcoming and trauma-informed45 spaces and made the 

interviews as calm as possible, aware of my participants’ chaotic resettlement context. 

Next, I look at how I addressed each of these issues in turn. 

 

Interviews in Sweden 

In Sweden, the interviews took place between March and June 2018. Most of the 

interviews were conducted in Arabic with the woman’s chosen interpreter and 

interview location. These included business meeting rooms in libraries, function rooms 

in cafés, parks and their homes. Each interview lasted between one and one and a 

half hours and we sometimes stopped and started interviews at the woman’s request, 

which meant that often interviews were conducted over several hours. While I had 

                                            

45 I thought about the way the women’s trauma might affect their experience(s) in yoga and 
tried to minimise potential triggers. 
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made adjustments to the interviews, there was still more to consider. This came to 

light after my first few interviews and also in discussions with the steering group. 

Consequently, I considered the potential for not just distress but re-traumatisation, 

building rapport with women, interview location choice, my scholar-practitioner bias 

and whether I should conduct second interviews. 

 

In the first few interviews the women shared their forced migration stories, which 

caused distress and was potentially traumatic. Unlike the women in the pilot 

interviews, most had recently arrived in Sweden and I needed to adapt my approach. 

Having interviewed many refugee and marginalised women for health projects, I was 

aware that, outside of official interviews, they are rarely asked in their chosen language 

about their current or previous lives beyond their forced migration experience. 

Pittaway et al. (2010) and Finch (1993) note that female participants are often unaware 

that interviews might elicit re-traumatisation experiences. The refugee women in a 

women’s group in Thailand in Pittaway et al.’s study were: ‘So upset after the 

interviews; we did not know what to do … They [the researchers] stole our stories’ 

(2010, p. 236). Conversely, Harrell-Bond and Voutira (2007), in their study with 

refugee women, argued that the impulse to relate trauma can be therapeutic. From 

my own experience working with forced migrants and women with complex trauma, I 

strongly do not believe this to be so, and minimised the opportunity to do so in two 

ways. Firstly, I switched the first (experiences of yoga in the home country) and fourth 

(experiences of yoga in Sweden) topic areas of my initial interview structure and began 

by asking about the woman’s experiences of yoga in Sweden, rather than about their 

former lives in their country of origin, although wherever possible I let the women lead 
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the interviews and instead with prompts kept to these four topic areas (Appendices). 

Secondly, when women did start to recount their traumas, I acknowledged it, then 

broke the flow by asking the women to take a deep breath, asking if they would like a 

glass of water or commenting on the present moment to break the emotional overspill. 

I then reminded them of their named support person before asking if they wished to 

continue. 

 

While these and other strategies generally had the desired effect of reducing the 

‘overspill’ of emotion, some of the women were eager nonetheless to disclose some 

very personal and harrowing material. Like Campbell et al. (2010), who focused on 

women’s experiences of sexual violence, I noted how emphasising the women’s right 

to privacy sometimes had a paradoxical effect and resulted in women sharing very 

personal experiences. Overall, this proactive, iterative, reflexive and ethical approach 

(Hugman et al., 2011a) was eventually successful in eliciting relevant and appropriate 

responses without the women getting deeply into their stories and causing 

unnecessary distress. 

 

Secondly, unlike the women in the pilot interviews, in Sweden I was meeting the 

women for the first time. It was important just before the interview started to create a 

relaxed, welcoming and trauma-informed atmosphere and to generate rapport with an 

awareness of my positionality in the interview process. Drawing on previous interview 

experience with women with complex trauma, I used non-verbal cues (smiling, open 

body language, voice modulations) and sitting next to rather than in front of the 

interviewee and removing the table between us, which created a more relaxed 
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environment. Three planned interviews were not carried out due to the women’s 

responses and some were stopped then started again at the women’s insistence. 

When women became upset, I usually said something like I did with Assel:  

 

Researcher: Just to acknowledge what you’ve gone through is an 
absolutely incredible experience and to be here by yourself is bravery in 
itself. So, don’t underestimate that. Seriously. Yeah, we don’t want to 
upset you, so if you want to stop, it is absolutely fine. Sometimes in life, 
when we stop and talk about things, we don’t realise how upset we are. 
So, if you want to stop, that’s fine. 

Assel: Yeah. Now we – we – we can stop. 

Researcher: Yeah, of course, yeah. No problem at all. (Assel, interview, 
13.05.2018)  

 

Encouraging the women to take control of the interview by stopping and starting meant 

that those who wanted to contribute to the PhD could do so.  

 

Furthermore, I also interviewed three women who refused to participate in yoga46 but 

had participated in some of my yoga classes held during end-of-term celebrations. In 

these cases, rather than focusing on building a trauma-informed space, my focus was 

on building rapport quickly. I asked if they wanted to ask anything about me since I 

was interested to hear a lot about them, as Italian doctor Bartolo did when interviewing 

forced migrants who had arrived on Lampedusa (Bartolo & Tilotta, 2017). I knew that, 

the three women, all aged 50 plus (50+), had married at twelve or thirteen and were 

grandmothers. A good ice breaker was to talk about my partner whom I met abroad 

                                            

46 These were women who had initially refused to participate in yoga and the civic orientation 
programme or had been removed as they were perceived to be disruptive. 
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and have been engaged to since 2003, but we are still undecided about marriage! The 

joke attached to this story was that, while we were still deciding, the women raised 

generations. This story, more than others, created a lot of banter and giggles. This 

proved especially helpful in relaxing the women after the necessary formalities of 

completing, checking and clarifying the content of the 1,200-word consent form and 

participant information sheet and explaining the role of the named contact, which took 

up to 45 minutes.  

 

Thirdly, I reflected on how the interview location impacted on data generation. Some 

of the most useful data was generated in interviews held in the woman’s own home,47 

where she felt more relaxed, and could be informal and candid. The ways the women 

hosted me, moved around the room and interacted with others who shared their 

domestic space provided invaluable insights into family and cultural dynamics and 

enhanced my everyday understanding of their life in resettlement, beyond the narrow 

policy category of a forced migrant (Bakewell, 2008).  

 

Furthermore, those in permanent accommodation had a sense of control over our 

social situation, setting the time and duration of the visit, and deciding who else might 

be invited to attend. When I visited one woman’s home, I went as a guest and ate and 

drank very well. The ‘guest is God’ approach was also noted by Dağtaş (2018) in her 

research with Syrian refugee women in Turkey (also Abu-Lughod, 1990). This 

equalised a power dynamic I had unintentionally fuelled when I took the register at the 

                                            

47 Those in permanent, sole-occupancy accommodation. 
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start of each yoga class. The interviews in women’s homes highlighted the very 

communal and social nature of Arab culture. The relaxed and hospitable atmosphere 

I largely encountered also confirmed that I had achieved a suitable level of rapport. 

 

In some cases, however, like Campbell et al. (2010) and Finch (1993), the good 

rapport I had established resulted in some women being so relaxed and happy to give 

voice to their views, that the interviews overspilled with chatter. As a result, I set a 

clear time boundary, stating the maximum duration of the interview would be 1.5 hours 

due to the limited time booked with the interpreter. One interview though did take the 

entire day, as it was one of the few to take place without an interpreter so I was not 

constrained by time. After arriving, and enjoying a very strong cardamom coffee, 

Syrian style (Figure 17). I thought the interview would begin. Instead, many women 

started to arrive and each began preparing a favourite dish while we all drank mate48 

tea. While overall, it was difficult to organise the interviews (most interviews took place 

on the third attempt) due to sudden changes to the legal and administrative demands 

of the women’s resettlement status, embracing the rare occasions when there were 

no time constraints was paramount.  

 

Another advantage of interviews held in the women’s home was that the women were 

keen to demonstrate yoga asanas without risk of feeling haram. Such demonstrations 

were more expressive in their bodily communication. In fact, we had some fun with the 

yoga asanas as the women tended to exaggerate for comic effect. A wobble I might 

                                            

48 Tea in a pot which you drink through a straw. It originated from Argentina where many 
Syrians used to trade and is still a popular drink today. 
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have observed during the yoga courses was demonstrated as a comical banana skin 

near fall, often with sound effects. And I was able to ascertain that most of the women 

were nervous when trying to balance in yoga as they were all worried they might fall 

and were scared of going to hospital for the first time in a new country. 

 

Fourthly, in terms of my positionality, I was mindful of the bias of my own scholar-

practitioner stance and, like Holthaus (2004), a scholar-practitioner interviewing yoga 

participants (recovering from drug and alcohol dependency) for her thesis, I 

encouraged the women to give honest critiques of their yoga experiences. Suh et al. 

(2009) noted that their Asian immigrant respondents exhibited a cultural tendency to 

reflect what they felt the interviewers wanted to hear. I addressed this by reminding 

the women that they might not have found every part of the yoga experience positive 

or useful. For example, in her interview Mariam shared: ‘I didn’t know that yoga would 

help to solve my problems.’ I replied: ‘That’s quite a big statement that you feel that it 

solved or cured your concerns and anxieties’ (Mariam, interview, 04.06.2018). 

 

Finally, I considered whether to conduct second interviews. I reached ‘data saturation’ 

at 2149	 interviews (Dworkin, 2012) as no new insights into yoga nor the women’s lives 

in resettlement were revealed. I moved to the third and final phase of my interview 

method, which was a follow-up interview. The first follow-up interview I conducted with 

Dima, however, was highly emotionally charged. On reflection, since we had built 

strong rapport, in the second interview Dima started to recount her forced migration 

                                            

49 I had a waiting list of five, as 21 was the maximum number manageable within my time 
frame and budget.  
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story and how she had been separated from her children. This interview sparked 

traumatic memories and caused great distress and sadness. Given the important of 

maintaining a trauma-informed space and ‘doing no harm’, I decided to abandon 

second interviews because I realised that in the first interview the women had 

explained their stories with yoga and now they simply wanted to tell their life stories, 

as their stories are seldom heard. 

 

3.4 Methodological considerations 

3.4.1 Interpreters 

Overall and over time, the generation of data flowed well between myself, the women 

and the interpreters. That said, the role of interpreters and translators in migration 

research carries an array of complexities related to trust, power (Edwards, 2013) and 

rapport. Nevertheless, collaboration with interpreters was fundamental to my fieldwork 

approach. Not only did the women (the participants) speak Arabic, the yoga teachers 

taught in Swedish and had been trained in yoga by a Polish woman in Denmark in 

American English. Meanwhile, I had a very limited understanding of Arabic and did not 

speak Swedish. And despite TCTSY being a body-based practice I found too, as Black 

(2020) mentioned in her earlier critique of TCTSY, a surprising focus on word-based 

transmission. Next I explore the role the interpreters played in data collection and the 

challenges involved. 

 

Given my feminist intention to understand yoga in refugee integration programmes 

from the point of view of the participants, it made sense to enlist a team of interpreters 
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with similar lived experiences. I recruited the interpreters via various online Middle 

Eastern forums and interviewed them online before I came to Sweden. I intentionally 

recruited three female interpreters, Leila, Mouna and Lina, who were recently arrived 

forced migrants to Sweden, from the same region as the participants, and were in the 

process of completing or had completed50 the same civic orientation programme. I 

intended to create an environment as quickly as possible in line with suggestion made 

by Squires (2009), Fatahi et al. (2010) and Baird (2011) that would put the interpreters 

and the participants sufficiently at ease to elicit data that reflected the participants’ 

subjective, authentic voices and experiences of yoga.  

 

As noted in Squires’ (2009) meta-analysis of translators’ and interpreters’ roles in 

research, in most cases, interpreters are employed as ‘bilingual research assistants’ 

providing verbatim translation. However, prioritising ‘cultural congruence’ (Baird, 

2011), that is, they drew on a shared history and ‘conceptual equivalence’ (Squires, 

2009; Williamson et al., 2011) meant the interpreters had greater impact on data 

generation. I created and held an induction and training for the interpreters, and the 

interpreters, who arrived with immaculately made-up faces framed by their black 

business-style hijabs, seemed disappointed with my semi-structured interview and its 

informal conversational qualitative approach. They had hoped to perform their role in 

the more straightforward and formal question and answer style they were accustomed 

to in court settings. Once I explained, however, that this style had triggered unwanted 

distress among interviewees in my pilot studies (Subsection 3.3.5), they were more 

                                            

50 One was on maternity leave and one as part of the civic orientation programme was 
awaiting a start date for an internship. 
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understanding of my approach, and we agreed to meet regularly to address any 

(un)expected challenges or tensions this might entail.  

 

Given the shared background of the interpreters and participants and the relatively 

small size of the city we lived in, I realised that potential participants might already be 

acquainted with the interpreters and that this might prove awkward. Consequently, 

several weeks before the interviews were organised, the interpreters attended the 

yoga classes as participants (which also required significant explaining in their training 

programme) so that potential participants would be able to acknowledge who they 

were and choose whether to build working relationships with them. Interested 

participants were subsequently invited to meet with their chosen interpreter in the 

lounge area over tea (Figure 3) to discuss their collaboration in the fieldwork. As 

anticipated, conflicts of interest were highlighted in this process. While some women 

like Nour, who was both surprised and pleased to see her niece as one of the 

interpreters, welcomed the informality of knowing their interpreter, others like Myssa, 

whose son was in a band with another interpreter’s husband, felt uncomfortable 

exposing private content to someone they knew and requested another interpreter.  

 

As with the translators and interpreters in Baird’s (2011) study, the shared 

contingencies of the interpreters’ own lives as forced migrants in a new host country 

meant that practical obstacles (such as unexpected appointments with police officers 

and lawyers, or attending to their children) often prevented them from keeping our 

agreed interview appointments. Moreover, adjusting to the social and political 

demands of resettlement, proving themselves employable, and meeting the ongoing 
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demands of family and childcare (what Goodkind and Deacon (2014) refer to as the 

woman migrant’s ‘triple burden’) had the potential to trigger distress as much for the 

interpreters as for the participants. The forced migration contexts that the interpreters 

operated within often conflicted with their participation in the fieldwork and highlighted 

how power (to both enable and obstruct the research) ultimately lay with the state.  

 

Finding that one in three interviews had to be rescheduled, coupled with time and 

financial constraints of completing fieldwork away from home, I decided to organise 

further interview appointments back to back, usually four in a row. However, based on 

feedback from the interpreters about their levels of stress the thought of this caused, 

and so as to adhere to the principle of ‘doing no harm’ (Hugman, 2011a, 2011b), I 

agreed that each of them would be booked to conduct one interview per day.51 

 

Drawing on the findings of Williamson et al. (2011), I was also mindful of ‘blinders’ 

within the interpretation process, that is, that the common language and culture of the 

interpreters and interviewees might result in shared assumptions being overlooked 

and ultimately omitted from the interpreted data. I was also aware that blinders might 

stem also from my own difficulties reading ‘culture-specific’ body language, as noted 

by Fatahi et al. (2010) in their Swedish study with Kurdish participants. Alongside the 

risk of losing this nuanced cultural and bodily data crucial to my research approach, I 

                                            

51 I could give so many examples of times when their shared life experiences meant the 
interviews were unexpectedly intense. One that stuck out was when an interpreter had just 
received the news that her family home had been bombed and all the family heirlooms were 
no more and had just ended a distraught call from her mother. The participants arrived and 
one shared she had experienced something similar with her mother and the family’s china just 
the other week. They both burst into tears, then laughter before the interview even started. 
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was also prepared for the women’s responses being ‘sanitised’ by the interpreters to 

avoid my cross-cultural judgement. Given my own contrasting positionality, I could 

easily miss such ‘blinders’. This was a risk I had been alerted to by Baird’s (2011) 

study in which interpreters were found to omit references to polygamy made by 

participants during interviews. Building on Williamson et al.’s (2011) and Baird’s (2011) 

findings, my continual efforts to stick to my research intentions meant that the 

interpreters went to great lengths to convey cultural complexities and incongruities to 

me. 

 

The interpreters went to the same great lengths to explain words that were new to the 

women. As Leila frequently shared, particularly in the earlier stages of my fieldwork: 

‘I’m sorry. I’m just explaining to her [what yoga is] (Interview, 29.05.2018), there was 

no cultural equivalent for yoga. While the interpreters had taken care to capture the 

nuances of the women’s perspectives, their own interpretations at times did disrupt 

this process. Furthermore, since there was no equivalent word for yoga in Arabic the 

interpreters inadvertently framed how participants made sense of yoga and, in doing 

so, went against the grain of my research approach by skewing participants’ voices. 

Maryns (2013) in her study of gender-based violence, experienced the opposite. Her 

interpreters considerably reduced long verbal responses that contained highly 

sensitive material.52 This highlighted me to the danger of relying on words.  

 

                                            

52 Maryns later observed that one interpreter was far more talkative on the phone, and later 
discovered that her minimal approach had considerably reduced the data captured for her 
study. 
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Over time, the interpreters and myself relied instead on non-verbal communication. I 

learnt to read the body language of the interpreters when my questioning seemed 

unnecessary or inappropriate. We quickly developed an intersubjective shorthand 

during interviews. When my questions revealed ignorance about Middle Eastern 

culture, an interpreter would sit back in her chair, shake her hands above her head, 

mouth tightly shut, eyes bulging to clearly convey her incredulity. These non-verbal 

cues became even more dramatic as our rapport grew and body language became a 

quick shorthand to communicate. A raised eyebrow here and there meant that the 

conversation remained uninterrupted. I did however, alter my approach based on how 

far the eyebrows were raised (a slight raise to the interpreter’s eyebrow denoted 

surprise and I was still OK to continue, while a full half-moon arch denoted annoyance 

and I had to alter my approach immediately).53  

 

As Temple and Edwards (2002) noted, however, I was continually aware that the more 

heavily interpreters were involved in the fieldwork the more their own socially 

constructed view of the world came into play, steering the direction and sometimes 

the content of the research data. I concluded that building mutual trust through 

continuous social interaction and the sensitive reading of non-verbal as well as verbal 

cues would be central to the success of my interviews. By continually aiming for a 

balanced, shared perspective with all parties involved, I generated a considerable 

amount of data. 

 

                                            

53 Such as when no one seemed to know what I meant by the word ‘incense’, I suggested that 
perhaps incense did not exist in their country! Apparently, it fills all Syrian souks.  
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Overall, the need for extra time and care in reading one another’s meanings 

highlighted how invaluable non-verbal data was in the process of attending to the 

women’s perspectives. Therefore, I made sure to incorporate into the interviews the 

use of photos from the yoga classes and I demonstrated yoga asanas to maximise 

understanding and enrich their responses. This generated the additional benefits of 

increased informality, connection and friendly collaboration and reduced the long 

stretches of uninterrupted translation, which reduced rapport and flow. With the 

interpreters’ continued care to interpret ‘beyond words’ and my own efforts to minimise 

any tendencies on their part to re-frame the content of the interview material, I steered 

the emphasis of my fieldwork away from the logocentric orientation of many similar 

studies, and generated the kind of rich and nuanced data that is seldom captured. 

There were however many ethical considerations in this process and these are 

discussed next. 

 

3.4.2 Ethical considerations 

It took eight months for my fieldwork to be granted (January 2018) a higher-level 

institutional ethics approval (Brighton’s Tier 2 Ethical Approval). On a practical level, 

this generated a participant information sheet and a consent form written in English 

(Appendices) that participants would need to read and sign before their interviews. 

This thorough ethical approval process stood in contrast to Spaaij et al.’s (2019) 

findings in their meta-analysis of similar studies that only ten discussed ethical 

considerations. 
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In my study, there were so many ethical considerations, but there was ultimately one 

key tension between building rapport and keeping within the ethical framework set by 

the university. This tension was also noted by Smith et al. (2022) in their study with 

young people from refugee backgrounds, as they experienced difficulty in building a 

reciprocal relationship while keeping within their institution’s ethical framework. Next, 

I explore my ethical approach in relation to my positionality, ‘informed consent’ 

(Hugman, 2011a), distress and exiting the fieldwork study. 

 

I was aware that my positionality as an English national was emotionally loaded, given 

the mentioned NATO air strikes on Syria the day before I started my Swedish 

fieldwork. I was perceived with suspicion and mistrust by a small number of the women 

and I quickly realised that I would need to make connections fast but also take care to 

set clear boundaries around what I could and could not do. In my research role, I might 

be viewed as merely someone who would ‘fly in and fly out’ of their lives and ‘steal 

their stories’ (Pittaway et al., 2010, p. 236). In contrast, I might be perceived as 

someone who could assist them to obtain refugee status or better housing. 

Consequently, once the women were aware I was a yoga teacher, the women could 

alter their experiences in yoga for my benefit, as Williamson et al. (2011) found in their 

study. In a similar way, the Sahrawi women in Fiddian-Qasmiyeh’s (2014) study shape 

shifted to create an image of the ideal refugee to researchers and humanitarian aid 

staff, thus ensuring positive press and ultimately improve financial support. 

Consequently, I (initially) set a clear boundary of what the fieldwork study could and 

could not offer to potential participants and invited everyone in the yoga courses to be 

part of the steering group meetings (Subsection 3.3.1) should they wish to take an 

active role in the fieldwork. 
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Secondly, I was aware I needed to be cautious about seeking consent when taking 

photos, more so when I recalled Pittway et al.’s (2010) participants who felt their lives 

were endangered by researchers who used unauthorised photos and named them in 

publications, despite assurances of confidentially. Due to recommendations from the 

steering group, I updated the consent form and agreed the additional measure of 

showing the women their photos after they were taken. This resulted in the women 

scrutinising their photos and I realised they were not concerned as forced migrants, 

instead they were concerned that their photos were not consistent with the group’s 

everyday understanding(s) of Islam. I was continually reminded that the women’s 

dignity and religious and cultural sensitivities (relating to haram body postures or 

exposure of hair, for example) were paramount. An understanding of consent was 

needed in relation to their faith and not because of their forced migration status and 

this was more complex. I adapted my non-verbal method developed with children, on 

deciding whether to give consent54 which led to an understanding that consent was to 

be given in the moment rather than weeks before with written consent forms. This 

ultimately led to a thumbs up to denote that I could take their photo and highlights the 

importance of non-verbal methods in research ethics, especially when forced 

migration status intersects with religious sensibilities. Such unanticipated complexities 

are however, as Block et al. (2013) note, not often captured by ethics committees yet 

capturing them ensured rapport and a more communicative approach to ethics. 

 

                                            

54 I developed this method to explain to primary school children that consent changes all the 
time based on how you feel and this is okay. 
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Some of the photos that were taken of the women were shown in the photo exhibition. 

I took care in the curation of the show, and ensured that images, words and music 

were collectively selected and approved by the women. Thus, consent remained a 

highly iterative process (Hugman et al., 2011a, 2011b; Lewis, 2010) and ensured that 

the trust I had built remained intact. The opening night of the exhibition was attended 

by many people from across Sweden and even Denmark. A reporter from the head 

office of the employment service that managed the civic orientation programme 

interviewed me and published an article in their national employment magazine which 

showcased the women as yoga practitioners, rather than as problematic forced 

migrants. Several Swedish organisations asked to use the exhibition photos for their 

campaigns on women and empowerment (Figure 15).  

 

 

 

Figure 15. Facebook campaign: Yoga is for all 

Screenshot credit: researcher (original in colour) 

 

I was invited to present this exhibition at a conference in the US on trauma and 

embodiment to show that the women’s bodies held more than their trauma. When I 
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returned to Sweden some months later, I met with a director of one of the civic 

orientation programmes to go through the exhibition’s visitor book. To my surprise, a 

framed exhibition photo was displayed in her office. When I met some of the women 

for coffee later, I shared the positive comments with the women in the book 

(Appendices) and they were all pleased. This was when Nour stated (as mentioned 

earlier): ‘we are not just lazy and sitting around all day’. 

 

The use of photos by other organisations became a complex ethical issue of visual 

exposure beyond the end of the fieldwork, highlighting how the women’s sense of 

achievement and desire for recognition conflicted so acutely with my perceived need 

to protect their privacy. After the exhibition, one organisation requested permission to 

use the photos in a forthcoming publicly available yoga book on inclusivity and I said 

no. Some ethical decisions I made diminished the opportunities to make the women’s 

yoga experiences more visible to the world and went against my feminist intention to 

create new spaces (Caudwell, 2011).  

 

I was also concerned that the fieldwork would cause distress, especially as it was so 

unfamiliar to many of the women. The interviews were a particular concern as all were 

likely to be in some way triggering (based on feedback from the pilot interviews). While 

I took care to meet the named person on the consent form that the women should 

connect if I caused distress; this ensured that if the women were upset the named 

person would already be aware of my fieldwork.  I also took an active role in minimising 

distress (Subsection 3.3.5). I encouraged the women to choose an interview location 

that was comfortable to them, made it clear they could bring friends, and that they 
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could end or rearrange their appointed interview at any time if they became distressed. 

Some, like Assel, did stop and start their interviews (Subsection 3.3.5) and, while this 

was time consuming – involving an afternoon in the park for one interview – it ensured 

that those who participated felt more comfortable. Researchers should play an active 

role in minimising distress before it becomes traumatic. This would ensure that the 

onus is not placed on the participants to seek help from the named contact, as a result 

of their generous participation, in what is ultimately the creation of my PhD for my 

personal gain. 

 

Exiting the fieldwork study 

While university ethical frames focus on how to start fieldwork ethically, I also needed 

to consider how I exited my fieldwork, given that the opportunity to say farewell was 

something those fleeing their homes rarely had. Many studies note the longer-term 

local, social, economic and political consequences on participants when researchers 

do not consider how they exit their fieldwork (Pittaway et al., 2010; Krause, 2017). 

Consequently, I held two end-of-research parties and acknowledged the contributions 

the women made with an awards ceremony. I established with the women that, while 

my daily involvement in their lives (which had involved intense and full days of 

participant observation over many months) had ended, I would return to Sweden for 

the exhibition launch and remain in contact via social media, should anyone have any 

concerns or questions about the use of their data. These parties were well received, 

and enabled me to exit the fieldwork in an ethical manner.  
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While I had physically exited the fieldwork, social media made it difficult to exit the 

fieldwork mentally and emotionally and required further careful consideration. With 

social media I checked participants’ willingness to have their photos used for 

publication purposes55 and ensured consent remained an iterative process (Hugman 

et al., 2010; Lewis, 2010). From time to time, participants would contact me for 

support, friendship or just to say hello. Exiting social media platforms is an important 

ethical consideration, especially in the current climate, where much fieldwork took 

place online due to the COVID pandemic. 

 

Ethical concerns did continue after I exited the fieldwork. Again, recalling issues that 

Pittaway et al. (2010) had encountered, I made sure to keep the promises I had made 

to stay in touch with the women and to request their approval for any further uses or 

adaptations of my research material beyond the PhD thesis (for example conference 

papers and a co-authored book chapter). During the professional photo shoot many 

of the women dressed up (think Chanel-like diamanté hijabs, hoop earrings, sparkly 

make-up, and perfectly painted and shaped nails) and all were keen to receive copies 

of their exhibition photos, and in the evening glow of a successful photo shoot on the 

beach promises came easily. Consequently, I considered future requests with due 

consideration and made decisions based on the fact that the support I offered to one, 

I would need to be able to offer to all.  

 

                                            

55 While I had consent to do so, I contacted the person in the photograph again via 
WhatsApp to check, some two years later, if this was still OK. 
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In sum, while the university’s ethics procedures were useful and important, the consent 

form did set in place a firm (English) narrative around the women’s participation and I 

relied on an iterative, active and everyday approach to ‘informed consent’ (Hugman, 

2011a, 2011b) to maintain much-needed rapport. Smith et al. (2022) embedded an 

everyday understanding of ethics into their UK fieldwork with young forced migrants, 

by submitting their ethics application over five phases. While this iterative approach to 

ethics approval is much needed in qualitative and in particular in participatory action 

research, it was not practical for my fieldwork abroad. Qualitative research is messy 

especially when it involves fieldwork with a diverse group of Muslim Middle Eastern 

forced migrants. Meeting with an ethics committee member before and during the 

fieldwork would ensure a more everyday understanding of ethics (Mackenzie et al., 

2007), put the onus on the researcher and on the participant to maintain fieldwork 

wellbeing and unsettle the logocentric model used in many Western universities. My 

embodied, active, critical and reflective strategies became integral to my ethical 

approach and moved the fieldwork beyond ‘do no harm’ (Pittaway et al., 2010) towards 

‘informed consent’ (Hugman et al. 2011a, 2011b). Moreover, it highlighted the value 

of bodily and verbal communication as well as written consent, which are so intrinsic 

to my research approach. 

 

3.4.3 Affective vignettes 

It was really important for me to document and analyse what the women had been 

through. In line with my feminist ontology to centre the body as a site of knowledge, I 

invite the reader to experience the data beyond a cerebral response of reading words 

on a page. Instead I offer a more embodied and emotional understanding of the data 
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by including drawings, my photographs and the exhibition photos the women created. 

Together with the written word these produce a rich impression of what I observed, 

felt, and experienced, in my fieldwork location. The intention of producing such an 

affect in the reader, was to offer a sense of connection and an empathic feminist 

understanding similar to the one I felt being with this particular group of women. 

 

Following on from the work of Ahmed (2004) who argues that text should talk to our 

emotions in the presentation of research data, I open each chapter with an affective 

vignette. This is modelled by Militz and Schurr’s (2016) study into affective nationalism 

and belonging in Azerbaijan. Using vignettes drawn from material in their thick 

description fieldwork diaries (Ponterotto, 2006), the style of writing offers transparency 

about their researcher perspective and aims to trigger affective experiences in the 

reader.  

 

It is also a political decision to place women’s personal lived experiences at the start 

of each findings chapter. Such experiences are so often squeezed out of the narrow 

wellbeing frames that far-right governments deploy, to take the public gaze away from 

their far-right agendas. Such narrow wellbeing frames create a one-dimensional 

understanding and further marginalise program participants.  Missing the diversity and 

complexities of the women’s experiences and needs in refugee integration 

programmes overlooks their capabilities and the potential contributions they make to 

Sweden.  
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On a practical level, using affective vignettes also redresses a common criticism of 

data analysis that, in sorting and coding data, context is lost (Bryman, 2016). This is 

salient given the importance of the political context of the yoga classes. And it also 

rectifies another common criticism of Braun and Clarke: that while it is an appropriate 

method to seek out similarities across the data corpus to establish themes, it is very 

limited in identifying the relationship between each theme (Kennedy, Masua, El 

Moussaoui, Chase and Laurillard, 2022). There is a danger that in the presentation of 

the data women’s lives become somewhat compartmentalised. And this is at odds with 

my research approach to capture a richness and depth to lives lived in resettlement 

contexts. The affective vignettes therefore complement my research approach as they 

enable women to share their experiences, which often move between and across 

discrete themes.  

 

3.4.4 Limitations of this study 

The dearth of previous studies into the use and experiences of yoga in refugee 

integration programmes limited possibilities for comparing and contrasting my findings 

with other data. Furthermore, my PhD was exploratory in nature and, while it adds to 

the evolving studies on yoga and refugee integration programmes, the data and 

analysis are specific to this group of women and presents Middle Eastern women’s 

lived experiences. The rapidly evolving landscape of forced migration around the world 
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(which includes the sudden closure of the fieldwork sites in Greece56 and Sweden57) 

means that this study is already a historical one. Nonetheless, it holds empirical value, 

particularly given that a staggering 1 in 78 people are now displaced (UNHCR, 2022a), 

most from Muslim-majority countries. Thus, while this PhD focuses on the experiences 

of a group of Middle Eastern refugee women in Sweden, it has the potential to inform 

parallel studies of other forced migrant groups situated elsewhere at different points 

in time. Lessons learnt from the critical feminist research approach of this thesis could 

inform the European refugee integration programmes currently being set up for 

Ukrainian refuges, most of whom, due to the almost compulsory drafting of Ukrainian 

men, are women (and children). 

 

I am reminded of Bloomberg and Volpe's (2012, p. 152) comment that ‘the human as 

instrument in qualitative inquiry is both its greatest strength and its greatest weakness’. 

As a British scholar-practitioner of yoga, I faced advantages and drawbacks. With the 

obvious limitations of speaking neither Swedish nor Arabic, I was nonetheless 

positioned to highlight the importance of non-verbal communication and non-verbal 

research data. Furthermore, my outsider status also forced me to build a network of 

contacts that ultimately allowed me to create relevant opportunities for the participants 

during and after the fieldwork period. 

 

                                            

56 While the camp has closed, there are still weekly online yoga classes organised by the 
Mormons. 
57 Recently the civic orientation programme has been reinstated due to a new influx of forced 
migrants. 
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In contrast, one strength I held was my yoga experience and I intentionally did not 

bracket this out of my fieldwork study. In qualitative research the approach ‘depends 

on the skills, training, capabilities and insights of the researcher’ (Bloomberg & Volpe, 

2012, p. 128). I was able to gain access to a group of female forced migrants, most of 

whom were receiving psychiatric support, because of the contacts I already held and 

my professional reputation, which enabled me to establish new working relationships.  

 

3.5 Data analysis 

Back in the UK and ready to complete my study, I started to analyse data. Thematic 

analysis worked in harmony with my epistemological and ontological positioning in this 

qualitative study as it allowed flexibility and familiarity with the data corpus (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006, 2013; King & Horrocks, 2019). It enabled me to demonstrate how very 

different lived experiences were to the marginalising narratives that are often used to 

politically position the women.  

 

Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-stage process of thematic data analysis afforded me 

the opportunity to place the women’s experiences of yoga as central to the data 

analysis process. Themes from my data, however, did not simply float to the surface, 

as Braun and Clarke (2006, 2013) also noted. As a qualitative researcher I was 

proactive in analysing and interpreting the vast and complex range of data collected 

over my 22-month ethnographic study, which included transcripts of 21 interviews with 

the women (each lasting one to two hours); eight afternoon yoga workshops for the 

longer term unemployed (on a variety of themes, such as healthy eating, back care, 

hormone health); and three interviews with directors of various not-for-profit 
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organisations funded by the civic orientation programme budget. The data also 

included the content of my ethnographic and reflexive diaries, which held yoga lesson 

plans, reflections on my participant observation in the yoga courses, the civic 

orientation programme and the women’s daily life in resettlement. Some reflections 

were written, and a lot were captured in sketches, particularly the women in yoga. 

Aside from the many photos taken in the pilot interview and scoping stages of the 

research, in Sweden, the data also included photos of the yoga classes and 

workshops I created and ran for the women, the women demonstrating their yoga 

asanas in/after interviews, the yoga courses and all the yoga exhibition photos (shot 

professionally and personally). Prior to deciphering this data corpus, I re-familiarised 

myself with the data corpus. I listened again to interviews and yoga workshops, wrote 

a short summary of each, re-read my ethnographic diaries and looked through all my 

photos and began to code.58 After mentally scanning and organising all the data I had, 

I renamed all participants (and interpreters) – in situ, I had asked the women to choose 

their pseudonym and all chose a code-name – and anonymised minor details (such 

as the location of the fieldwork research). 

 

All verbal data was transcribed including pauses, sighs, silences given my 

epistemological decision to fully integrate bodily data (including the voice) into my 

research.59 Since my data included both verbal and non-verbal observations (Back, 

                                            

58 I coded manually as opposed to using computer software to gain a richer re-familiarisation 
with the data. 
59 Since I used three different interpreters, back in the UK, I hired an Arabic translator to 
translate and transcribe to ensure that all data was translated in a uniform style. 
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2007), I adapted Braun and Clarke’s (2006) approach to written data analysis to 

include my non-verbal data.  

 

I enjoyed using Braun and Clarke’s six-stage process as organising the data manually 

into themes and sub-themes married well with my dyslexic preference for mind maps 

and post-it notes to organise my thoughts. As part of this approach, I also found it 

helpful to gather ‘floaters’ or, as Braun and Clarke (2006) term them, ‘unnamed 

themes’, that is, data that stood outside of the schema but were helpful during the 

analysis process.  

 

Using a coding process, I noticed repetitions, then patterns, out of which I gradually  

developed my initial list of potential research findings. I grouped, regrouped, reworded 

and reconfigured these findings into themes. Some became sub-themes (themes with 

fewer corresponding codes) and were soon organised within the larger themes. Then 

I reviewed the overall relevance and coherence of each group of findings: the placing 

of codes was checked for consistency and where necessary codes were moved and 

refined with some re-naming of themes.  

 

While themes are abstract (and often fuzzy) constructs (Ryan & Bernard, 2003, p. 87), 

I was entirely at ease with the iterative and often seemingly chaotic process of 

discovering patterns in the data – and used to the tense jaw and shoulders that often 

came with ‘unnamed themes’. Although a small number of unnamed themes (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006) or ‘floaters’ did not fit into one of the final themes within my findings, the 
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entire process ensured they were eventually included in the data analysis, thus 

ensuring no data was unintentionality dismissed.  

 

A common criticism of coding data (Bryman, 2016) is that context is lost in the process. 

Given the importance of the political context in which the yoga classes were situated 

(2.12.3; Allen-Collinson, 2009) this was a conscious concern during the analysis. The 

use of my thick ethnographic notes (Ponterotto, 2006) ensured that nuanced 

contextual data was incorporated into my findings. Additionally, my use of A1 flip-chart 

paper to identify and explore themes in the non-verbal data relating to emotions, habits 

and specific bodily movements (Section 3.1), ensured that I (re)produced a rich 

impression of what I observed, and what the women felt and experienced.  

 

In sum, my aim was to construct new knowledge based on lives lived in a refugee 

integration programme as told by the women themselves. Acknowledging that the 

women’s bodies were in a constant state of becoming (Subsection 2.12.2; Malkki, 

1995; Morley, 2001; Nyers, 2013), my ethnographic data collection methods, which 

spanned 22 months, both documented and analysed the powerful realities of lives 

lived in yoga and in resettlement as they were continually constructed and 

reconstructed throughout the duration of the fieldwork. 

 

The three main themes that the data revealed shape the three findings chapters that 

follow. Each chapter presents the data from the interviews as well as my ethnographic 

diaries, which include photos and drawings created during this fieldwork. After this I 
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identify the latent meanings, link back to the literature discussed in Chapter 2 and offer 

my theoretical analysis, in line with my research approach (Section 3.1). 
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Chapter 4 

Making sense of the women’s experiences in yoga 

The findings that follow refocus attention away from the large-scale movement of 

forced migration to the women’s small-scale movements in yoga to demonstrate that 

the women’s lived experiences in yoga matter. By examining how the women met their 

personal needs during resettlement with the aid of their yoga practice, this thesis 

establishes several key findings. The first of the findings chapters, Chapter 4, reveals 

how the women made sense of yoga and the importance of their faith, Chapter 5 notes 

the complexities of deploying yoga as therapy for women who have experienced 

trauma and Chapter 6 explores the synergy of practising yoga in a group. 

 

The overall aim of this first findings chapter, is to analyse how the women came to 

understand their bodies through yoga. Since the women were initially unaware of what 

yoga was or that it was being deployed as a remedy for their trauma, they instead 

made sense of yoga through religious and cultural aspects of their faith. Their 

perceptions of their bodies in yoga shifted over time. The most significant change was 

when the women started to physically practise yoga, rather than imagine what yoga 

might be. The following sections explore how the women yoked their faith and culture 

to yoga to understand and make sense of their bodies. The chapter concludes by 

bringing the sub-themes together to note the empirical contributions. It also addresses 

how the sub-themes feed into the research aim by adding nuances to the usual 

understanding of a modern postural yoga practice (Section 2.1) taught in a refugee 

integration programme. 
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4.1 Affective vignette: Dima  

In line with my ontology to centre embodied responses as knowledge, I open each 

Findings chapter with an affective vignette (Subsection 3.4.3). I did this to encourage 

an affective response in the reader, by offering a sense of what it felt like to participant 

in the Swedish civic orientation program, live in resettlement and practise yoga 

together in a fashionable urban Swedish yoga studio.  

 

Furthermore, opening each findings chapter with an affective vignette remedies a 

criticism of Braun and Clarke, that in squaring the data off into themes, there is a 

danger that women’s lives become somewhat compartmentalised. And this is not in 

synergy with my research approach which aims to capture a richness and depth to 

lives lived in resettlement contexts. The affective vignettes enable women to share 

their experiences, which often move across themes.  

 

Reminded of the importance placed on context in feminist research as a tool to 

dismantle power dynamics (Allen-Collinson, 2009; 2011), I used the affective vignettes 

to situate the women in their forced migration context. Dima opens Chapter 4 with her 

account of her flight to Sweden and her experiences in her resettlement 

accommodation. Banah opens Chapter 5 with her reasons for flight and her 

experiences in the civic orientation program. Ranim opens Chapter 6 with her 

experiences of practising yoga in a class, held in a fashionable urban yoga studio.  

 

Dima described herself as coming ‘from a big family, a rich family of high standard in 

Syria’ (steering group meeting, 25.05.2018). And yet, as a result of the erupting 
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conflict ‘the government held all our financial resources’, Dima was left with no choice 

but to leave her beloved Syria. Smugglers presented her with a sliding scale of escape 

routes; the cheapest was the most dangerous dinghy boat crossing. Like so many 

other Syrians, therefore, her chances of escape were entirely in the hands of illegal 

traffickers, involving dangerous sea crossings by dinghy, being robbed, assaulted, 

imprisonment in Turkey and deportation.  

Finally reaching sanctuary after several thwarted attempts, Dima expressed extreme 

gratitude and surprise that Sweden, a ‘non-Muslim country’ had granted her asylum, 

while most of their Muslim neighbouring countries had not. For Dima, Sweden felt like 

a calm and private place offering space to reflect on her life and new horizons. 

I interviewed Dima at her new home on a housing estate (Figure 16 and 17) in an outer 

district of the city where 80 per cent of the residents are migrants, many from Lebanon, 

Iraq and the Balkans (Meaker, 2018). Today Syrians, who also make up most of the 

women in this study, are the newest arrivals on the estate.  
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Figure 16.  Bicycle entrance to housing estate where many participants lived  

Photo credit: researcher (original in colour)  

 

I was shocked to discover, however, that Dima lived in a converted stationery 

cupboard. Tiny, with no external windows, the space was clean, tidy and decorated 

with great care. Dima welcomed me with astonishing Syrian-style hospitality (see 

figure 17), and her love of sweet foods became evident as she plied me cakes 

throughout her interview.  
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Figure 17. Typical Sham hospitality 

Photo credit: researcher (original in colour) 

 

Given that her only alternative was to share sleeping quarters with other women 

asylum seekers, and other communal spaces (kitchen and bathroom) with men, Dima 

insisted that she was ‘OK’ living here. ‘I just could not live there,’ she explained ‘So, 

dirty, smelly. So many men. I have never shared anything, kitchen, toilet, with anyone. 

It was just not possible’ (informal conversation, 26.04.2018). 

 
Dima’s particular reluctance to share space with strangers may have stemmed from 

her privileged background. But having left school at 14, married and become a mother 
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at 15, also meant also she had only ever known close family life. Now, as an older 

woman, she was equally surprised during Ramadan, at having to learn new skills on 

the Swedish civic orientation programme: 

 

I am ‘50+’ [I later found out Dima was 59!]. I am too old for all this. In my 
country, we are ready to die at 50 and now here I am having to start all 
over again.  

 

Dima was equally baffled about the content of the programme. As she 

recounted, laughing darkly in a way that is characteristic of many of the women 

in my fieldwork study: 

The employment advisor, she told me, ‘Yoga, you are gonna love it. It is 
so good, you are gonna feel like you are floating in the air, gonna make 
you feel light and happy.’ I really did not know what she was talking 
about. I just smiled and thought, ‘What is this yoga?’ I didn’t want to do 
it so no, I didn’t go. I didn’t go once; I didn’t go twice then all of a sudden 
it was three times. I got this letter, they said they stop my benefits. I had 
to go!  

 

Dima’s initial discomfort at lying in a yoga studio with a group of strange women was 

compounded by the culture shock of having to exercise in public:  

 

The yoga room was noisy. We are all mixed up, ages, shapes and 
educational background. I had nothing with these women, it was 
embarrassing to be put together like this. I had no idea what yoga was, I 
thought I go to a meditation class. No one’s tells me it would be like that, 
this yoga. In my country, I never, ever, no, never ever exercise before. It 
is not normal. In my country, my husband, he say to me, no way are you 
getting hot and sweaty in the gym. No way especially in front of the men. 
If you want to exercise stay in and start to run up and down the stairs … 
a lot.  
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Expecting yoga to involve little more than seated meditation, Dima was also daunted 

by all the equipment:  

 

The yoga teacher pointed to the yoga mat, blocks, bolsters and a blanket. 
I didn’t know what to do with them, but I collected them.  
 

Dima was struck, however like many of the women, by the comforting scent of 

sandalwood, a familiar scent in many towns in Syria. And now, as she explained to 

me, she has come to love yoga. Despite now sleeping on a mattress on the floor, she 

no longer suffers from chronic back and head pains, and has a newfound sense of 

strength and calm:  

 

Yoga is like a medicine; it is in my control. My back pain sometimes it is 
good, sometimes it is bad. I don’t feel the pain until I am in yoga class. 
Then I start to move and here it comes; I feel the pain, but the pain moves 
and sometimes it is a hot pain and sometimes it is cold pain. Sometimes 
there is no pain but this is very rare. My body is getting strong. I breathe 
slowly now and the yoga it really helps with salah [ritual of prayer]. I can 
physically pray now. Before I sat on a chair because I am ‘50+’. Now the 
chair is gone! I breathe to slow down my thoughts, too many thoughts in 
head. Yes, one day I could share this yoga. 

 

Dima’s experiences on the civic orientation programme and the part that yoga has 

played in helping her to resettle in Sweden bring together many of the sub-themes 

presented in this chapter. 
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4.2 Making sense of haram yoga experiences 

In this section I consider how the women made sense of yoga before participating in 

a yoga class. Unlike yoga participants in studies of modern postural yoga in modern 

Western urban yoga studios (Berila et al., 2016), many of the women had received 

little or no prior explanation of what yoga was or its purpose. None were aware that 

they were attending a yoga class specifically for those in trauma. 

 

Banah, a 57-year-old grandmother, like many of the women, was not even aware that 

yoga was a bodily practice, while others pieced together their own scant notions of 

what it was and what to expect: 

 

It was the first time I had heard of yoga here in Sweden. I know lots of 
sports, of course. I heard lots of them like football, boxing, WWE, WWF 
[laughter]. I never heard of yoga until I came to Sweden. Okay, I didn’t 
really know what yoga was. I thought, ‘What is that? Is it a sport? Is it a 
sewing course to be a tailor? What is that? Okay let’s go and see.’ 
(Banah, interview, 23.4.2018) 

 

Nadia, a keen sportswoman, asked to demonstrate the yoga asana shown in Figure 

18. 
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Figure 18. Nadia demonstrating the women’s conception of yoga as padmasana 

Drawing from researcher’s ethnographic diaries 

 

Nadia explained: ‘You just do this [padmasana]. Just one exercise. Just sit. We think 

it is not that interesting a thing. Okay. We all have the same, stereotype like, we have 

to sit and just, uh, do that’ (Nadia, interview, 25.05.2018). Other women recounted 

similar expectations, and felt a static meditative practice held little interest or appeal. 

Similarly, Banah had initially suspected that yoga classes would be static: ‘I was like 

“Okay when are you going to move? Come on, what’s next?”’ (Banah, interview, 

23.04.2018). 

 

Aside from considering yoga as boring and irrelevant to their new lives in Sweden, 

these vague notions of what yoga entailed were encased in firm expectations that their 

teacher would be religious, yet not someone like them - that is, not Muslim or Catholic. 

Lely shared that yoga is: ‘Something related to religion. So, it is something of course, 
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it is not Islamic. We used to think that yoga is something related to Hinduism or 

Buddhism’ (Lely, interview, 04.06.2018). Yara exclaimed: ‘I’m Catholic – so “yoga” is 

for meditation for the Buddha or someone like that’ (Yara, interview, 04.06.2018).  

 

From their Sham perspective, they did not envisage the Western stereotype found in 

the trendy yoga magazines scattered about their yoga studio. Instead, in their minds, 

a yoga practitioner was a male figure more resembling a fat Chinese laughing Buddha. 

Ranim disclosed: ‘Yoga is about meditation. Only for men … Chinese [men]’ (Ranim, 

interview, 30.04.2018). Aya exclaimed with a big smile: ‘He would look funny … like 

this! [Aya grins and puffs out her belly] and big teeth like a rabbit, as no eating meat, 

just rabbit food’ (Aya, interview, 14.5.2018). 

 

As Aya shared this, I drew Aya’s and the other women’s conceptions of a yogi in my 

ethnographic diary (Figure 19). They laughed and said it corresponded to their 

demonstrations and descriptions. 

 

 

Figure 19. A Chinese laughing Buddha 

Drawing from researcher’s ethnographic diaries 
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Myssa shared that a yoga participant was ‘from the far East. Most of them are men. 

I’m imagining this man as sitting. And his hands over his knee. And straight back’ 

(Myssa, interview, 13.05.2018). 

 

These two visual impressions (Figures 18 and 19) offer a stark example of how 

different the women perceived themselves to be from their perception of a typical yoga 

participant in a modern postural yoga class. Clearly, these Sham women did not see 

either type of yoga body as resembling their own. These impressions, however, are 

far closer to the scholarly conception of yoga as an esoteric Hindu (Singleton, 2010; 

De Michelis, 2005) or Buddhist male practice (Eliade, 1958) than to the aspirational 

‘body beautiful’ interpretation (Jain, 2020) noted in yoga studies (Dolezal, 2011; 

Merskin, 2011; Strings et al., 2019). 

 

Others such as Aya, a ‘lady who lunched’ from Damascus, had her own ideas about 

how she would like to relax in the now limited leisure time available to her, thanks to 

the refugee integration programme: ‘Yoga, the first time I said, “Oh maybe to lose the 

time. Oh, not good on life.” This time I think gone, I would rather be shopping’.60  

 (Aya, interview, 14.05.2018). 

 

The organisers of the civic orientation programme gave little consideration to how the 

women made sense of yoga with their cultural norms, knowledge and expectations, 

prior to the yoga courses. Although many of the women had previously enjoyed 

                                            

60 Many Syrian shops in the fieldwork location were called variations of the Orient, as Syria 
was known as the Orient of the East prior to the war. 
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aspects of consumer culture in their countries of origin, the concepts of the modern 

urban yoga studio and the aspirational yoga body (Dolezal, 2011; Jain, 2020; Merskin, 

2011; Strings et al., 2019) seemed to be aspects of Western culture that were 

irrelevant and unfamiliar to them. This was most obvious in the stark contrast between 

their appearance and demeanour and that of the Swedish yoga students in the studio 

where the classes took place.  

 

The women were sometimes (but not often) waiting in the communal yoga areas with 

the Swedish yoga students for their respective yoga classes. Most of the Swedish 

students were slender, dressed in trendy, barely there, expensive branded yoga 

clothing often bought from the yoga studio’s shop, and were often lounging in the 

communal tea-drinking area flicking through the Swedish yoga magazines scattered 

around the yoga studio.  

 

The women in my study were a stark contrast. All wore baggy clothes, most were 

plump, reflecting their choice to spend their free time eating and socialising rather than 

exercising. Many had commented on the tiny bite-size fika Swedish cake61 and giggled 

at the cakes with a hole in them in the Swedish bakeries we often walked past. ‘Where 

is the rest of the cake?’ smirked Dima. 

 

Evidently, the women saw yoga as a static activity for men (Figure 19) and always 

referred to yoga practitioners with the pronoun ‘he’. Their conception of a yoga 

                                            

61 When we had a fika (get together over coffee and cake) in Sweden, we were given a cake 
about one third the portion size of an English piece of cake.  
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practitioner was in stark contrast to yoga studies of Instagram imagery (Hinz et al., 

2021) and yoga magazine covers (Dolezal, 2011; Merskin, 2011; Strings et al., 2019; 

Webb et al., 2017a, 2017b). Since they never mentioned the Swedish yoga 

participants nor the front covers of Swedish yoga magazines, which were similar to 

the covers of the US Yoga Journal, it is clear that the women did not feel the exclusive 

vibe of a modern yoga studio, as participants in North American yoga studios do 

(Berila et al., 2016). Far from it; these women were entirely at ease with their 

fleshiness. 

 

Although many of the women in this thesis may have felt alienated by the urban yoga 

studio, attending the yoga classes in this setting (as a requirement of their resettlement 

programme) provided a space in which to closely observe and capture how they 

experienced and made sense of yoga for themselves. In having this opportunity, I went 

beyond the current focus in yoga studies on the elective yoga practitioner in the 

modern urban yoga studio, to examine the experiences of a marginalised group not 

typically included in the body of literature. 

 

It was soon apparent from my participant observations how much the women 

conceptualised yoga through the lens of their Muslim faith and culture. Although 

research with Muslim women and ‘other’ groups is increasing within sport studies 

(Ratna & Samie, 2017; Rana, 2011), much research focuses on the widely perceived 

religious and cultural barriers which prevent women from participating in their chosen 

sport (Floyd et al., 2008), and holds a Eurocentric essentialist view of the Muslim world 

(Hussain and Cunningham, 2021). 
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This section specifically looks at how the women initially viewed yoga, not simply as 

irrelevant to their lives and needs (‘the Arab world doesn’t really care about the yoga’, 

Ranim, interview, 30.04.2018), but also with a focus on how their religious orientation 

disrupted their ability to engage with it. As Nour explained when recounting how she 

and her co-participants had felt early on: 

 

We at first, we refused to do it [yoga] because we consider it a kind of 
religion which is haram. You say haram, which is forbidden. Not in our 
religion … it is a kind of prayers or something that is not related to [our] 
religion. (Nour, interview, 09.05.2018) 

 

Participating with the women in some of their first yoga classes, I noted in my 

ethnographic notes how they joked among themselves that soon they would be 

levitating. A point made by Sa’adia, an ‘old-fashioned Muslim’ as she described 

herself, housewife and mother of three young children, revealed the extent to which 

their expectations had been distorted by the language used by the advisors on the 

integration programme. Her Swedish employment advisor (hagllerre), Sa’adia 

explained to me, had told her what she could expect from the yoga classes: ‘Well, 

you’re going to have fun … You will feel like you are flying’ (Sa’adia, interview, 

23.04.2018). 

 

The nervousness and uncertainty in their voices and body movements in those early 

classes were palpable. Many were clearly uncomfortable and made very little effort to 

try out the asanas as their concern lingered on the idea that it was a magical practice. 

Dima shared: ‘Yoga is like magic because it works with everybody but the most 
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important thing is that we should know how to direct it and do the right way’ (Dima, 

interview, 25.04.2018).  

 

The women’s fears that yoga was haram were heightened by the assumption (based 

on vaguely familiar images of levitating Buddhists) that it was largely a practice for 

men. Their teacher, they assumed, was therefore likely to be male also. Those that 

were enrolled in a yoga class with a male teacher became particularly stressed about 

being in male company without their husbands. Karima, who had been in Sweden for 

ten months and explained that she had been on a heavy dose of medication for the 

last four years for her mental health, was particularly anxious and whispered: ‘Okay. I 

used to get afraid even to go outside [in Sweden], he [my husband] used to guard me 

everywhere [to make sure men were not around]’ (Interview, 25.05.2018). 

Furthermore Karima was: 

 

Afraid a man was going to teach me, because I have this scar [on my 
body], and even my husband told me, ‘If a man is going to train you, just 
don’t go anymore’ 62 … that’s why I was afraid, and didn’t go the first 
couple of times, that is it was going to be someone, a guy. They didn’t 
tell me. Yes, when I first went to school [Swedish language classes] I 
was supposed to sit a man. When I told them, ‘I, I don’t want to’, they 
told me, ‘It is quite regular here. It is the rule, you have to blend in.’ And 
I thought the yoga classes are the same … It is hard for me to, even if 
someone [a man] is going to ask me a question, it is hard for me to 
answer him. I have never been used to deal with guys. It was a 
challenge. (Karima, interview, 04.06.2018)  

 

                                            

62 Even though he was aware of the financial implications, having been privy to the 
numerous letters sent by the employment service. 
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Reem too elaborated on the haram aspect to mixed-sex public spaces: ‘My friend, 

every day she said, “I take one hour to walk”. I try to do that, and my husband tell me, 

“No, walk in the house … You have to be with me”’ (Reem, interview, 26.04.2018).  

 

For many of the women, yoga was thus perceived as not just meaningless to them, or 

at best a little absurd, but as repugnant. From their perspective, to participate in a form 

of magic or other kind of non-Islamic, male practice (and thus likely to be taught by a 

male teacher), was immediately conceptualised as haram. This was especially the 

case with some of the more religious and/or physically challenged women in the group. 

Amira, who was eight months’ pregnant and decided to sit on a chair throughout the 

yoga classes, for instance, visibly recoiled, like someone had taken the wind out of 

her sails, when I asked her to describe what she imagined yoga to be (Figure 20). 

Pushing her mid-back against the chair, with shoulders hunched, chin to chest and 

nose wrinkled, she took a sharp intake of breath, exclaiming on the exhale:  

 

When they [Mum, older generation and family in Syria] hear I that I go to 
yoga class they tell me, ‘Oh my God. You are Muslim. You can’t go.’ 
They thought you have a discussion with God. Not our God. Like a fire 
god or something. They thought it was to do with fire and the sun. They 
tell me it is not our God. ‘Oh God, you won’t do that.’ … My Mum, I tell 
her, no, it is just exercises. (Amira, interview, 26.04.2018) 
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Figure 20. Amira’s contorted facial expression at haram yoga 

Drawing from researcher’s ethnographic diaries 

 

Although all the women attended the yoga courses as a mandatory requirement to 

acquire Swedish citizenship, some refused to participate at all by simply lying down or 

curling into a ball, closing their eyes and ignoring everyone else in the room, including 

the yoga teacher. Ranim summed up: ‘Yeah, in general the Arab world doesn’t really 

care about yoga’ (Ranim, interview, 30.04.2018). 

 

The extent of the women’s religious conviction and fear of breaking the rules of their 

culture was perhaps illustrated most poignantly in Mariam’s account of how she 

whispered ‘Insha Allah’ (Mariam, interview, 04.06.2018) before the start of each yoga 

class. She explained to me: 
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God forgive me because I will do things she [the yoga teacher] asks me 
to do. I am not ready. God forgive me because it is almost like praying 
to another God.  

Researcher: You are Muslim? 

Yeah. I am Muslim. So, there are lots of – not a lot but there are some 
thing – some prayer I can’t do like Hindus or Indian words also. In the 
beginning it is so hard. I am not ready or I am not doing it right. (Mariam, 
interview, 04.06.2018) 

 

Research into high school sport has noted similar ‘embodied actions’ (Agergaard, 

2016, p. 222) of Muslim girls who, like the women in this thesis, were forced to 

participate in secular physical culture environments. In Agergaard’s study the girls 

demonstrated that it was rarely Islam itself that prevented participation but more how 

they interpreted their faith through their own cultural frames of reference.  

 

In line with my research approach, it is important to continue to view Muslim women’s 

bodies as potentially active and dynamic, rather than restrained by the liturgy of Islam 

(Amara, 2008), and to recognise that ‘Muslim women from the Middle East are not a 

homogenous group, and treating Muslim culture as uniform mystifies the multiple ways 

in which women interpret Islam and live their lives’ (Hargreaves, 2007, p. 74). When 

the women began to participate in yoga, they continued to challenge the view that 

Muslim women are constrained by the rituals of Islam. In doing so, they challenged 

the current monolithic understanding of Muslim women’s experiences, critiqued by 

Agergaard (2016). 

 

Having established that the women initially experienced yoga as haram, I now focus 

on their initial impressions of practising yoga in Sweden and how they gradually moved 
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away from the idea that yoga was haram and came to recognise its impact and 

potential relevance in their lives. For this analysis I view the yoga classes in the 

refugee integration programme, in line with Atkinson’s (2010) and Humberstone and 

Cutler-Riddick’s (2015) yoga studies, as a heterotopia (Foucault, 1967/1986). As 

defined earlier (Subsection 2.12.4), the term heterotopia refers to a space that falls 

outside normative or hegemonic institutional zones or power and order. This concept 

enables me to avoid framing the women’s lived experiences as a heteronormative 

‘plus sport’ programme for forced migrants (Spaaij et al., 2019) or within the 

commonplace oppressor–resistor binary of Muslim women in sport studies (Samie, 

2017). Instead, I am able to present a more rounded perspective of women’s bodies 

on the move in yoga. 

 

In line with my ontological perspective, I focus on the women’s embodied 

understanding of yoga to capture their grace, and skilful negotiations of lived 

experience in yoga. Extracts from my ethnographic notes in this section contribute my 

own ‘affective assemblage’ (Evers, 2010) as a yoga participant, together with 

observations based on my knowledge and experience as a scholar-practitioner of 

yoga. 

 

Many of the women commented about the discomfort or distress they felt in the mixed-

sex setting of many of the integration programme activities. ‘You are in Sweden now, 

you must adapt’, Ranim recounted one of the Swedish language teachers saying to 

her (Ranim, interview, 30.04.2018). The almost exclusively women-only space of the 
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yoga classes provided respite from these anxieties, and this sense of release was 

reinforced by the atmosphere of calm and comfort in the TCTSY studio space. 

 

The yoga space was unlike the classroom setting of rows of table and chairs 

encountered in the civic orientation programme. It is not just that it was women only, 

it was calm, warm and sensorial with its velvet cushions, soft lighting, glowing candles, 

fresh flowers and scented incense. It was a world away from the rest of the civic 

orientation programme. There are not many places where a group of hijab-wearing 

Sham women can be all together in one place (Figure 48).  

These sensory comforts were accompanied by the gentle and welcoming manner of 

the yoga teachers (known as facilitators in TCTSY). As Yara, a confident Christian and 

lover of nature in her early 30s, commented: 

 

Since I went there and it was totally different [to the rest of the civic 
orientation programme] I really like one particular instructor. She makes 
the class very special. And when I met her, she was very welcoming … 
I hugged her and I felt like … very positive … And she made it so special. 
To light the candles, set up some music, try to keep everyone to be quiet. 
(Yara, interview, 04.06.2018) 

 

Similarly, Farah, a 50+ Christian who used to wear a hijab to ‘you know, blend in a bit 

more with the others’ (informal conversation, 13.05.2018) explained this bodily 

dynamic of the yoga facilitator: 

 

Her style, her tone, her sound. It sounds good. It makes me more 
relax[ed] if somebody is talking to me and … they’re not shouting. 
They’re just talking to me in a relax[ed] mode, in a happy mood, in a 
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friendly mood, in a smooth mood. She’s helping a lot. (Farah, interview, 
13.05.2018) 

 

Many of the women looked forward to the unexpected individual care and attention of 

the yoga teachers. In particular, they appreciated how the yoga teachers made them 

feel welcome, responded to their pain and generally checked that they were okay.  

 

Haya, an older woman with many heath concerns, who wheezed her way through ‘17 

to 22’ cigarettes a day, puffed her way through yoga and could rarely sit on the floor:  

 

The teachers were really great especially because I have that pain. That 
the yoga teacher used to give me special exercises to do. So, she was 
really kind. She was really nice to me, because even when I felt just tired, 
she used to bring me a chair or some cushions. (Haya, interview, 
04.06.2018) 

 

Karima, in her late 50s, shared that the yoga teachers: 

 

Were really nice to me. And I loved how they used to smile. And the 
whole atmosphere, I was in love with it. I liked it. They’re not nervous 
[see, 5.4.3, 6.5.2], or just pushing me to learn. They were nice. (Karima, 
interview, 25.05.2018) 

 

To complement the welcoming atmosphere, the trauma-sensitive yoga facilitators 

used a highly individualised approach in their teaching of the asanas. This was noted 

frequently by the women, especially by the less physically active among them. Amira, 

at eight months’ pregnant, described in her broken English learnt as a sales 

representative for a major Sham airline, how being offered a drink of water after her 
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two-hour bus journey to the classes played an important part in helping her to relax. 

Aya, ‘50+’, who used to have a well-paid job in Damascus, and who was lame from 

birth, also noted how the yoga facilitator offered her personalised strategies for pain 

relief: 

 

Here in the yoga classes, they [the yoga facilitator] give me some 
exercises to release the pain which helps me now. This longer pillow or 
cushion when I put it here or there, it releases the pain in my hips. (Aya, 
interview, 14.05.2018) 

 

Similarly, Miriam, in her forties, who described any kind of movement as a feeling of 

‘sharp broken glass all over my body’, commented further on the freedom to adapt the 

asanas in ways that best suited her needs: 

 

If someone has a pain or feels uncomfortable, we can use cushions or 
just stand up. If I feel pain, I can just stop. We didn’t have a complete 
procedure [to finish the yoga class] because if someone is in pain, then 
we can stop or just [have] discussions or stand … Okay. So, we all do 
the same thing but if someone feels pain, then he can stand up or just 
move a little bit or leave. (Mariam, interview, 04.06.2018) 

 

In sum, the women welcomed how the yoga facilitators moved among the women, and 

the way in which they acknowledged each individual woman’s bodily needs. 

 

Despite a lack of a shared language between the yoga facilitator and the women, a 

non-verbal language was sensed and appreciated by the women. In light of the earlier 

critique of TCTSY’s focus on verbal communication despite yoga being a body-

focused practice (Black, 2020), the women’s experiences add a much-needed bodily 
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dynamic to studies on TCTSY. Their somatic responses to the yoga teachers and the 

space offer new insights into the literature on trauma-sensitive yoga, which until 

recently (Tuckers, 2020) has focused on a small, homogenous sample in the US 

(Nolan, 2016) with English as the shared language.  

 

This language barrier did lessen over time as the women became more familiar with 

the Swedish language, yet there was a cultural complexity to this. This was not a 

consideration in the TCTSY literature because language had previously always been 

shared between the yoga facilitator and the yoga participants. This was discussed 

during a meeting with the European TCTSY director, the CEOs of a yoga organisation 

and an Arabic (Iraqi) interpreter. The meeting was held in Copenhagen with the 

Swedish CEO’s, the Polish European director, an Iraqi interpreter and a Syrian yoga 

participant (one of the participants and my fieldwork’s cultural advisor). We explored 

the ‘invitational’ as opposed to ‘instructional’ language characteristic of the TCTSY 

approach as especially appropriate to working with yoga participants defined as 

traumatised. One of the Swedish CEOs highlighted that capturing the invitational 

language of US English might prove difficult in Swedish, since it has an inherently 

more instructional tone. The same could be said of Danish, agreed the European 

director, as in both languages the word ‘please’ is never used. She stated laughingly: 

‘We’re all very rude.’ The Iraqi interpreter noted that in Arabic, tone and facial 

expression and being ‘asked with love and compassion’ is more important that the 

words spoken. That is, you ask someone something with suggestions and gestures, 

and the words are secondary (Meeting with European TCTSY Director, Swedish 

TCTSY Director and other stakeholders, 25.04.2018). 
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When translating beyond ‘verbatim translation’ (Williamson et al., 2011) to include 

culture, tradition and new contexts the use of language becomes problematic (Section 

3.4). The complexity of language in my fieldwork, involving American English, Swedish 

and Arabic, was far greater than issues of ‘conceptual equivalence’, that is, concept-

to-concept rather than word-for-word translation. Consequently, even though the 

women’s Swedish language skills improved, they continued to focus on the bodily cues 

of the yoga facilitators’ gestures (tip-toeing, smiling, gesturing to enter the room). An 

intersubjectivity had been built which grew empathetically as the yoga facilitators 

continued to attend to individual bodily aches and pains revealed in yoga. And the 

women continued to comment in their interviews that they felt heard, recognised and 

respected as a result of these non-verbal exchanges. 

 

The yoga facilitators’ acknowledgement of individual bodily aches and pains was a 

rare acknowledgement of the diversity of people on the move in forced migration. 

Spaaij et al. (2019) note in their meta-analysis of physical activities in refugee 

integration programmes that only four studies acknowledged differences between 

participants (Chapter 2).  

 

In the yoga class taught by Jenni, the mat lay-out was different to most modern 

postural yoga classes as it was in a circular formation (Figure 21). This levelled power 

dynamics between the yoga facilitator and participants. The usual mat layout is a 

straight row by row formation, all facing the yoga teacher who is often on a raised 

platform. Once the class began, Jenni stayed on her mat. It is very rare for a yoga 

facilitator in a modern postural yoga class to teach the easiest version of an asana 
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and not physically adjust the student.63 In modern postural yoga classes, teachers 

often give a very intense ‘physical adjust’ to push participants into their version of the 

perfect peak yoga pose.64 Instead, in these TCTSY classes, there is a focus on the 

progress made towards each women’s chosen yoga shape or form.  

 

 

Figure 21. Circular yoga mat formation 

Photo credit:  researcher (original in colour) 

 

Jenni would hold the simplest version of a pose but demonstrate all options including 

putting her bent leg in half-lotus. This encouraged the women to attempt their version 

of it. Even Haya struggled from her chair and did tree pose by holding onto the back 

of the chair. Consequently, unlike other modern postural yoga classes, there were 

                                            

63 In some modern postural yoga practices such as Ashtanga, which I trained in, you are not 
allowed to move onto the next asana in the sequence until you have learnt its predecessor. 
The idea is that each pose builds into a complete practice – how can you do an intense 
backbend without first learning how to increase flexibility in your back? Aya would find it almost 
impossible to participate, without adaptations, in this yoga practice with a lame leg. 
64 A peak pose is a pose often taught towards the end of the class which the teacher has 
worked the participants towards.  
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many versions of the same asana; the yoga class looked messy. Some of the women 

were sitting down, some were watching, and everyone was doing something slightly 

different. 

 

Nour and Reem, as usual, were giggling together at the back. Nour could not believe 

what Reem was doing (Figure 22). Afterwards she told me, ‘Listen Claire, come back 

to me in two years and I will be doing this. I can’t believe Reem can do this, I mean, 

look she is 50+, I just can’t believe Reem could get her leg so high!’ 

 

 

Figure 22. Tree pose as demonstrated by Reem 

Drawing from researcher’s ethnographic diaries 

 



 

196 

TCTSY is distinct from the performative and instructional modern postural yoga 

practices in which participants are usually taught a strict set of sequences to be 

mimicked precisely. An example of a performative and instructional modern postural 

yoga practice is the Ashtanga practice, described in Atkinson’s (2010) earlier 

mentioned yoga heterotopia study (Section 2.1). Ashtanga is a yoga practice I trained 

in and have taught since 2007. When I first experienced TCTSY, I too appreciated its 

ethos of embodied awareness, individual creativity, agency and reflection (West et al., 

2017). I realised that it was far easier for me to capture each woman’s individual 

response to yoga in TCTSY than it would have been in an Ashtanga class with its row-

by-row sequenced and uniform movements. Consequently, TCTSY really brought to 

the fore how the women made sense of their bodies during yoga. Their individual 

interpretations of yoga were welcomed by the TCTSY facilitators. Such bodily 

interpretations add a more diverse and complex bodily understanding of yoga in the 

heterotopia than Ashtanga.  

 

This variety of expression in yoga forms and the lack of a shared language meant the 

women often observed each other before practising yoga. This demonstrates a group 

dynamic to yoga experiences that is yet to be captured in studies of yoga held in 

heterotopias that focus on individual impact (Atkinson, 2010; Humberstone & Cutler-

Riddick, 2015). The lack of recognition of a group dynamic in yoga feeds a conundrum 

in yoga studies; namely that, while women attend yoga classes to find solace and 

strength in the collective practice of yoga and its uncomplicated social interaction 

(Wildcroft, 2018), there is a dearth of yoga studies that detail the impact of practising 

yoga in a group setting (Nevrin, 2008).  
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Next, I focus on this group dynamic and rather than the perceived problematic body of 

a forced female migrant, towards more interconnected ways of being together in yoga. 

Specifically, I focus on how the women made sense of yoga with their bodies and how 

this undermines the usual understanding of a Muslim woman or forced migrant as a 

passive recipient of humanitarian aid (Nyers, 2013). In particular, I analyse how the 

women coped with attending a haram yoga class, managed disputes in class and how 

they made sense of their aging bodies. 

 

Initially, most of the women were nervous and shocked at the thought of having to 

attend a haram yoga class yet, due to their forced migration status being tied to 

economic support including accommodation, most proceeded with caution to their first 

class. As Reem liked to continually explain to me, when we stretched together before 

yoga, or when she smoked ‘too much’ before yoga, many Syrian women had never 

exercised together. Any kind of exercise outside their home, particularly in a space 

regularly used by both men and women, was haram (see also Dima’s comments in 

Section 4.1). Reem, a mother of two teenage boys and one girl, exclaimed that group 

exercise made her fearful and this led to a fit of giggles with her ‘new and fast best 

friend’ Nour:  

 

Then first time in the first day class we were laughing very much. Our 
move not normal, everything is strange to us … we do like this, she [the 
yoga facilitator] said, ‘Lay on side and move our hand like this.’ And I 
touched Nour’s 65 hand and say, ‘Hello Nour’, because we touched … 
When someone tells us to stop laughing it makes you want to laugh 
more. (Reem, interview, 26.04.2018) 

                                            

65 Reem asked Nour to come along to the interview as Reem was nervous. 
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While Reem had, similar to Atkinson’s (2010) yoga participants, experienced yoga in 

an atypical matter, unlike his participants Reem’s experiences were not private. 

Instead they were shared, reminding me of Ahmed’s point that emotions are never 

held in one individual as there is a ‘relationship between the psychic and the social, 

and between the individual and the collective’ (2004, p. 27). 

 

Given the link between yoga and haram, it is perhaps no surprise that there was also 

a lot of tension in the early days of their yoga classes. I noted the level of distress and 

agitation the women brought to the classes, which was especially evident in the 

shouting and arguments I witnessed among them outside the yoga studio. Dima 

reminded me that she was an ‘old Muslim’ at 50+ and was fed up with the arguments 

and tense atmosphere during yoga. She summed up the intense atmosphere that I 

had observed:  

 

We are all stressed and we’re all nervous, we came to those [yoga] 
classes to fight with each other. So, it was like arguing and stuff. It is like 
different opinions, that she says something I don’t agree on, so we start 
yelling at each other. 

I came to the yoga class and I heard a woman yelling, and she was so 
aggressive, and her voice was really – loud. And she was yelling. And 
what was happening back then was that her son just dropped a box of 
eggs on the floor before coming to yoga. She was telling her friend that 
‘I hit him. I cleaned up. I did – this and that and then I slipped [on the 
eggs].’ She was yelling and [another] had a fight with her husband. 
(Dima, interview, 27.04.2018) 

 

Most of the women found the yoga heterotopia to be both stressful and stress-

releasing. When I was sitting at the back of the room and observing how the women 

entered, I noted a common response when they entered for the first time. Their eyes 



 

199 

and mouths fell open at what they saw. Several turned around to leave as if they 

thought they had come to the wrong class. As well as marked facial expressions of 

surprise and confusion, I also noted a change in the women’s bodily stance and 

movements. The women gravitated to the dark corners of the yoga room, which 

reminded me of classes the world over when students enter a room and are unsure of 

yoga. At the start of yoga class, the women were looking concerned and slightly 

defiant, but mainly angry. Dima’s expression was much like Amira’s (Figure 20) when 

she entered the yoga room and she later exclaimed: ‘This yoga is not for us, it is not 

for the real Muslims’ (Dima, interview, 26.04.2018). Dima had stood with her arms 

folded, shoulders hunched, wide eyes fixed to a distant horizon, half-moon eyebrows 

knitted together, her posture interrupted somewhat suddenly by her sharp intake of 

breath.  

 

These ‘embodied actions’ (Agergaard, 2016) signalled to the group that she did not 

wish to participant in yoga as, if for the first time, the women sensed that they were 

about to engage in a profoundly sacrilegious activity. This was clearly a shared group 

experience based on their backgrounds as Muslim women from Sham (see Dima’s 

and Ranim’s earlier comments) and again highlights the importance of capturing the 

group dynamic in yoga. Acknowledging these ‘embodied actions’ is important when 

yoga is prescribed to a group of women whose experiences are seldom captured in 

yoga studies.  

 

The women’s reactions to yoga, like the girls in Agergaard’s (2016) earlier mentioned 

study of physical culture in Danish schools, show a valuable counter-narrative to the 
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focus on Muslim bodies as static and without agency (Samie, 2013). The women 

negotiated the yoga class as a group so they could simultaneously practise their faith 

and yoga. 

 

The final notable impact of being in a group, in the early days, was the women’s 

changing perception of their aging bodies through yoga. Similar to the yoga 

participants in Humberstone and Cutler-Riddick’s (2015) study, they too, through their 

embodied experiences in yoga, felt a change in their capabilities as older women. Most 

of the women over 59 defined themselves as 50+ as once a Sham women has reached 

50 they are considered elderly. The women were inspired by the numerous 50+ 

Swedish yoga facilitators along with some of the other women in the yoga class.  

 

Nour, who at 50+ was dreaming of her retirement before she left Damascus after 

working as a masseur in 5-star hotels and embassies, was surprised at the age of the 

yoga facilitators: ‘With my first lesson, that old lady almost 60 years old. She gave us 

really hard exercises’ (Nour, interview, 09.05.2018). With that Nour raised her 

eyebrows and took a sharp intake of breath which made her breath whistle. Nour went 

on to comment: ‘I couldn’t believe it. She was making all these crazy shapes. I mean 

she really should just be sitting down now and taking it easy. I mean she is like, too 

skinny’ (Nour, informal conversation, 09.05.2018). 

 

There was a notable contingent of older women in the yoga courses who all made 

similar comments. This, coupled with the unexpected nature of their participation in 

yoga, led to a changing view of their age (and not as earlier assumed their body 
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weight) in terms of their bodily capabilities in yoga and beyond. Seeing the older 

Swedish yoga facilitators allowed some of the woman to reconceptualise their age as 

simply a number and to feel rejuvenated and part of a new society they were prepared 

to contribute to.  

 

Banah, a 57-year-old mother of seven, and ardent WWE wrestling fan, explained her 

preconceptions about age and thus her life course: 

 

I feel very comfortable inside because when I go to the [yoga] class, 
there are many woman from all ages. So, I feel at the same age of the 
youngest one. I am not an old woman because, back in our countries, 
they say 57 you are old, you should be dead by now. In Sweden, when 
you are 57 you’ve just started. I feel the same age as the youngest 
person in the [yoga] class. In all of Europe, it is different than in our 
countries. (Banah, interview, 23.04.2018) 

 

Banah now perceived herself to be ‘57 years young’ and just starting out again. This 

gave her a fresh perspective on her aging body, with a combined sense of physical 

and psychological empowerment arising out of her yoga practice. Banah went on to 

state: 

I suffer from back pain, neck pain, pain in my knees and I used to take 
pills that the psychiatrist wrote me […] Since I started yoga, my back pain 
is almost gone and when I feel emotionally tired I feel it in my body. Okay 
so, uh, sometimes when you feel pain in your body its mostly 
psychological. Since I started yoga, my back pain it is almost gone and 
when you feel you’re emotionally tired, you feel you have pain in your 
body. The thing is it is only something related to your psychological 
situation or something. So, since I started doing yoga, everything 
changed. I felt I am more energetic, I wants to do things, I wants to train, 
exercise. I have a big energy and I feels like a big businesswoman 
(Banah, interview, 23.04.2018)  
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This positive (re)conception of age had a wider impact. Banah began to feel ready for 

employment as she regained a sense of control over her life which led to a feeling of 

greater agency at a wider societal level. She related that her new-found sense of her 

age was propelling her forward to train and try new things. Banah, Nour and many of 

the other older women noted a shift in their beliefs in their own strength commensurate 

with normative Swedish expectations regarding age. This reminded me of Banah’s 

earlier point: ‘In all of Europe it is different than our [Sham] countries.’ 

 

The changes in many of the older women’s perception of their bodies were similar to 

that of the yoga participants in Humberstone and Cutler-Riddick’s (2015) study. Unlike 

their yoga participants, the women’s changed perceptions of their life course were in 

line with, and not a challenge to, normative Swedish expectations regarding age.  

 

In sum, the shared nervousness, fighting and changing concept of aging all drew 

attention to the ways in which the women made sense of their bodies in yoga as a 

group. This shifts attention away from the dominant image of Muslim women as a 

group without agency. Focusing on more collective or interconnected ways of being in 

the world is a significant shift. Humanitarian aid campaigns rely on the rhetoric of the 

broken woman in need of saving (Nyers, 2013) to ensure financial support and 

longevity. Such campaigns feed into the earlier mentioned historical notion of the 

nervous, troubled woman unable to cope with the pressures of modern life noted in 

yoga and sport studies (Vertinsky, 2012, 2014; Singleton, 2010). My intention to focus 

on a group dynamic in yoga reflects my feminist ontology to centre group yoga 

experiences as revealed by the women themselves. This focus takes the burden away 
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from a female forced migrant who is expected to fix herself towards more 

interconnected ways of being in the world.  

 

The most significant way the women made sense of yoga as a group was through their 

culture and faith. They made this connection between yoga and aspects of their culture 

and faith once they physically participated in yoga and this is the focus of the next 

section and indeed the rest of this chapter. 

 

4.3 Yoga as ‘sport for the soul’  

The dominant finding in quantitative yoga studies, and most quantitative sport studies, 

is that over time a physical practice reaps physical benefits (Nervin, 2008; Spaaij et 

al., 2019). Of particular relevance to this thesis is that improved flexibility will be 

experienced in a ‘positive manner’ by Muslim yoga practitioners (Imamoğlu & Dilek, 

2016, p. 639). This is due to an increased ability to fully participant in salah – the 

physical prayer sequence (a repeated movement from a standing position to the floor 

and back up again) practised by observant Muslims up to five times a day and more 

during Ramadan. In this section, after discussing some of the physical benefits, I 

establish whether improved flexibility did enhance salah for the women in my fieldwork.  

 

Many of the women discussed the physical benefits of yoga. In particular, Banah 

mentioned that the increased flexibility achieved through yoga also aided her ability to 

sleep and lose weight: 
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And even when I am sleeping, I used to have cramps in my legs or in my 
body, but now I feel more flexible and more relaxed with my body. 

I used to have a big tummy and my granddaughter [Arabic language], 
my granddaughter was like, ‘Okay grandma, when are you going to give 
birth?’ She was like, ‘You have a big tummy. When is the baby coming?’ 
And when I started doing yoga, because I was breathing in the right way, 
my tummy was minimised and my granddaughter asked me later, ‘Where 
is your tummy?’ And I was like, ‘I gave birth’ [laughter]. (Banah, interview, 
23.04.2018)  

 

Most of the women, like Myssa, a 50+ Palestinian who set up the first women’s centre 

in her small village because ‘so many men were shot by the Israeli soldiers and the 

women were in sorrow’ (Myssa, interview, 13.05.18) were very keen to demonstrate 

salah and point out the similarities between certain yoga asanas and salah: ‘By the 

way, if you don’t know – I don’t know if you know how we pray, but we can show you 

the style’ (Myssa, interview, 13.05.2018). 

 

Assel in particular enjoyed repeatedly demonstrating balasana (Figure 23) and 

explained how she reconceived it in order to transform the movement from a haram to 

a halal practice:  

 

Now, I knew that some yoga positions are similar to the prayer. So 
basically, I considered that I was doing yoga by praying – praying without 
knowing that this is yoga! I didn’t do any yoga in Syria – but now, when I 
practise yoga, I know that – I found out that some yoga poses are similar 
to the prayer, our prayer … I was praying [she demonstrated balasana 
(Figure 23)], and that was a bit yoga. (Assel, interview, 13.05.2018) 

 

 



 

205 

 

 

Figure 23. Assel demonstrates sujud and balasana 

Drawing from researcher’s ethnographic diary 

 

In addition to noticing the strong similarity between the yogic balasana and the Muslim 

prayer position of sujud, Banah, like Dima (Section 4.1) and some of the other 50+ 

women also noticed that as a result of regularly practising balasana, they could touch 

their foreheads to the floor for the first time in years or even decades. Banah, a 57-

year-old grandmother, pointed out: ‘It is just a way to be more flexible because I used 

to pray on a chair and I always feel this pain [points to her legs and back]’ (Banah, 

interview, 23.04.2018). 

 

Hana, an athletic woman in her 20s trying desperately to enrol in a sport science 

course at a Swedish university, shared an extract she knew from the Quran that states 

that moving is good for the body: 
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Praying is actually yoga … and I just remembered … in [the] Quran 
something that it says it is good for our body. When I pray to the God, 
and I do movement, all this movement is good for my body. When I do 
yoga, I just connect with each other. I feel, I did it before but I didn’t 
recognise it. (Hana, interview, 27.04.2018) 

 

Hana re-enacted the sujud sequence with ease and enthusiasm, commentating as 

she did so to demonstrate its similarity to balasana:  

 

When I pray, I do a special movement, so you gotten up, down, like this. 
It is like yoga. I move my back straight, and then I bend down and I stay 
with my head down. I stay there for a couple of seconds and then I go 
back up, and then I go down on my knees and my hands are on the floor 
next to my head, and my forehead is on the ground. 

Before I finish, I think it depends on how long the prayer is because we 
have five times praying. Sometimes the prayers are shorter. Yes, 
sometimes it is four times, sometimes it is just two. When I am about to 
finish, usually at the end of the prayer, I just sit on … both knees on the 
floor, and … stay there for a couple of seconds. I stay there like this. 
(Hana, interview, 27.04.2018) 

 

Mariam, who was the least mobile participant in the yoga class and complained of the 

‘pain in her bones’ whenever she sat down, elaborated on her increased flexibility and 

its aid to deeper religious prayer:  

 

I have to move more. And I can’t just do exercises like we are supposed 
to do … Okay, I think, like, yoga helps others [Muslims in the class] 
because it is like praying for me. I feel like God listens to us and is near 
us [when I am] praying … [In yoga] We move, exercise. It is an exercise 
of praying. (Mariam, interview, 04.06.2018) 

 

While previously Mariam had prayed for forgiveness before commencing the yoga 

class, she came to recognise the sacred connection between yoga and her faith. She 
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confided that, after discussing this with the other women, ‘We say a prayer’ before 

yoga starts to make yoga halal (Mariam, interview, 04.06.2018). 

 

The significance of recognising this connection is demonstrated in Mariam’s quotation 

below which identifies salah as an essential and compulsory part of Islamic worship, 

and echoes Imamoğlu and Dilek’s (2016) point that salah is obligatory: ‘This [praying] 

is obligatory for the Muslim. Like, praying and yoga is the same but they’re not exactly 

the same because we have to do it. It is obligatory to pray. Okay’ (Mariam, interview, 

04.06.2018). While the women identified certain other benefits of yoga, they commonly 

chose to highlight improved flexibility as a faith-based benefit. Noting the connection 

between sujud and balasana enabled them to review their perception of yoga as a 

haram practice into a halal one. 

 

Studies suggest that over half of the women in the world (Chakrabarti, 2017) are 

religious, so it is worth noting that an active invocation of divine energy is often 

overlooked in studies of Muslim women (Mahmood, 2005). The connection many of 

the women made between faith and yoga echoes the centuries-old connection 

between yoga and some manifestations of Islamic faith, as noted by Parikh (2015). 

Much like the women’s experiences of yoga today, these early Islamic practitioners 

had also appropriated yoga’s asanas and breathing exercises to enhance their daily 

worship. Such faith-based experiences of yoga reinstate its importance as a religious 

practice, not just within Hinduism (Singleton, 2010; De Michelis, 2005) and Buddhism 

(Eliade, 1958). They contribute to a growing number of studies that focus on the 

relationship between yoga and Islam (Burchett, 2019; Diamond, 2013; Parikh, 2015).  
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Until Singleton’s (2010) recent turn towards the yoga body, yoga has generally been 

situated within the field of religious studies and examined in relation to associated 

religious and vernacular texts. There continues to be an assumption in religious 

studies that physical practices have a spiritual purpose and that meditative practices 

are religious (Wildcroft, 2018). Prior to participating in yoga, the women saw yoga as 

meditative and related to non-Muslim religious practice. However, through 

experiencing its physical impact they found it to be compatible with the requirements 

of their faith. Finding a deeper connection to their faith through the active, dynamic 

practice of yoga directly contradicted their earlier conception of the religious body as 

static (Section 4.2). Furthermore, their active invocation of the divine through 

movement contests the assumption that Muslim women are passive recipients of aid 

(Nyers, 2013), confirming instead their ability to reposition themselves in new 

circumstances through their own lived experiences. 

 

Having established that the women found increased flexibility through yoga, which 

enhanced their physical ability to practise salah, I will now draw on interview material 

as well as our informal conversations to reveal additional ways in which yoga offered 

new meaning to the women’s lives. 

 

Some of the women claimed that their improved physical flexibility in yoga led to a 

decrease in stress and depression, a greater sense of connectedness to their bodies 

and a more focused outlook. In Banah’s interview after some months of attending the 

yoga classes, she described yoga to me as ‘sports for the soul’: a practice that not 

only supported her religious faith but created an overall sense of wellbeing: 
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Yes, [yoga] is like sports for the soul. It just takes all of the negative 
energy out and throw it away as if, I put it in a way like when you take a 
shower, but you take it for your soul. It is from the inside.  

 

Stopping to demonstrate with a great whooshing motion of the arms, she continued: 

 

The breath, everything, all the toxins in the body, [it] just gets rid of [it] … 
When I was sick I went to take a treatment, and now I am totally healthy. 
When you pray it is because God asks you to, and then my soul ask me 
to do yoga … They just complete each other. (Banah, interview, 
23.04.2018) 

 

Yara, in her early 30s, who described herself as ‘a deeply religious fitness fanatic and 

lover of nature’, demonstrated the same asana as Reem (Figure 22) that helped to 

improve her concentration: ‘This help me to focus at start of class, even when I did not 

want to be there. I felt I am ready. I always feel better when I focus like this’ (Yara, 

informal conversation, 25.05.2018). 

 

Similarly, Mariam, who had stayed in her bed for many months after arriving in Sweden 

as she literally ‘could not move’ (Section 5.5) described how the yoga asanas helped 

to clear her mind and enhanced her experiences through religious prayer: 

 

It is almost like praying. At first, I couldn’t just concentrate or clear up my 
mind. But yoga has helped me afterwards to just sit and concentrate 
more afterwards. Again, yoga and prayer for me the same thing. That’s 
why afterwards [in the end] I could do yoga. Even when I pray, thoughts 
are coming but I am trying to clear up my mind [with yoga techniques] 
I’m trying to deal … with depression, angst and anxiety. Praying helped 
me when I was doing yoga. 
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That’s why I thought like I would try it, try yoga afterwards to help me 
concentrate and fill up my mind … If we don’t have pain [from practising 
yoga] then we can concentrate. I will not worry too much … about what’s 
going to happen, what has happened before … I don’t think [about] 
what’s going wrong or anything. That’s why prayer helps a lot and the 
yoga also helped me. (Mariam, interview, 04.06.2018) 

 

For Dima, the combination of a body stretch and slow, steady breathing in balasana 

gave her a feeling of being in control of both her thoughts and her bodily sensations, 

allowing in turn a feeling of wholeness and an ability to appreciate the moment: 

 

How we pray, touching the head on the floor in a balance and the child’s 
pose [balasana, Figure 23], inhaling and exhaling is, like, very important. 
It is the process of thinking because if we are thinking of something 
during the inhale and exhale we will have more thoughts and more stuff. 
So if we’re talking about thoughts like that, so how about if we talk about 
reading a Quran while we are praying, we go more deep and in the 
works. We are controlling how much, how deep, we feel with our faith. 
Because by – how would we control – by slowing our breath down, 
breathing in a slow and softer way – while we are reading the Quran has, 
a nice impact on the body. It is like the same when we say something, 
like, a nice phrase or word like, ‘Oh, I love this coffee. It is so nice.’ It is 
like … if we say something about a drink, that's how we feel when you 
read Quran while we are breathing in a nice soft way. (Dima, interview, 
25.04.2018) 

 

Lely, who described herself as a deeply religious Muslim, and who was in her 40s with 

two children, had never exercised, let alone heard of yoga before: ‘I worked in the field 

all day long and at the end of each day I just collapse in exhaustion. What’s the point 

of all this exercise?’ Lely described the overall feeling of positive energy through 

greater flexibility:  

 

Because we were taught how to just take the burden off our shoulders 
and just lower it to the ground, and this gets rids of the negative thoughts 
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and … attract[s] more positive thoughts. When we start to do this, we got 
a very powerful energy … This energy made me think in the right way, 
like I am … set and ready to go. (Lely, interview, 04.06.2018) 

 

The image of a ‘heavy burden’ to which Lely referred was demonstrated to me by 

Ghalia in her chosen yoga pose (Figure 24) during the photo shoot for their exhibition 

‘Women in Yoga’.  

 

 

Figure 24. Ghalia demonstrating a yoga asana to express the ‘double burden’ of 

resettlement for Women in Yoga exhibition 

Photo credit: researcher  

 

Assel, who was in her 20s, arrived in Sweden alone and was keen to study even 

though she left school at a young age in Syria, also demonstrated balasana to me and 

noted that it made her feel she could ‘confess her sins’. She too felt a heaviness lift 

from her shoulders in this asana (Assel, interview, 13.05.2018). 
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To summarise, these extracts from the women’s interviews highlight that the practice 

of yoga and faith are both essentially personal and internal experiences. The women 

did not perceive their yoga or faith experiences as performances, as suggested in 

some studies (Singleton, 2010; Imamoğlu & Dilek, 2016). For this reason, these 

interview extracts provide vital insights that complement my observations of their 

bodily movements during the yoga classes.  

 

Above all, the women’s comments make it clear that within the daily grind of a secular 

refugee integration programme they found an opportunity to enhance their faith and 

their overall sense of wellbeing. Their experiences align with current understandings 

of the longer-term impact of yoga (Woodyard, 2011). At the same time, they also 

support the intended health and ‘good’ citizenship outcomes of the Swedish refugee 

integration programme and those of similar programmes examined by others (Carpi 

et al, 2020; Spaaij et al., 2019).  

 

These experiences, however, present a partial picture of how the women made sense 

of their bodies in yoga. The women’s discovery of an everyday relationship between 

faith and yoga in their lives would not have been captured without my semi-structured 

qualitative interview approach. Recalling that over half of the women in the world are 

religiously observant (Chakrabarti, 2017), how the women made sense of yoga and 

their faith adds a bodily dimension to Mahmood’s (2005) academic work which 

emphasises the importance of divine agency (Chapter 2). These interview extracts 

from my fieldwork are a reminder of how integral faith was to the women’s everyday 

lives.  
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De Michelis notes the absence of religion in modern postural yoga in her seminal book 

A history of modern yoga (2005). However, like the participants in other recent studies 

(Langøien, 2012; Sarbacker, 2014; Wildcroft, 2018), the women in this thesis would 

clearly contest this claim. For them, devotional and religious elements were very much 

present in their personal experiences of yoga, not only through increased flexibility 

and the accompanying ability to perform the act of salah more fully, but also in other 

asanas practised in the classes. As Dima explained: ‘Lots of the yoga poses look a lot 

like when we pray … It has lot[s] of similarities. This is one way to encourage us to do 

it more’ (Dima, interview, 25.04.2018). 

 

From an observer’s point of view, in TCTSY it was easy to recognise the asanas that 

especially resonated with the women’s religious practice, as when we came to them 

in the yoga class, the atmosphere changed. TCTSY is so unlike other modern postural 

yoga practices. Recalling that, everyone is practising their version of a yoga form and 

the room looks and feels slightly ‘messy’. There were, however, certain yoga forms 

where everyone was moving together as one. The tone of the class changed. The 

women were staring ahead in concentration. There was a hushed tone in the room, a 

sense of calm prevailed and everyone seemed more focused in their movements.  

 

When I asked the women about these times in yoga, it soon became clear they were 

comparing some of the yoga asanas to aspects of their prayers. Banah demonstrated 

the strong similarities between the Muslim stance of qiyam and tadasana, a standing 

asana that usually opens a yoga class (Figure 25). Both, she observed, express a 

place of liminality, a readiness to move from one state to another, away from 
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awareness of individual identity to a state of selflessness as Turner (1967) also stated 

in his definition of a ritual. By standing tall, arms open, head slightly bowed, she felt 

able to shed her mental ‘clutter’ (worries, fears, doubts) and shift her focus to the 

present moment. 

 

Figure 25. Banah demonstrating qiyam and tadasana 

Drawing from researcher’s ethnographic diaries 

 

Ok, I am ready for yoga. I am ready for anything. (Banah, interview, 
23.04.2018) 

 

Virasana (Figure 26) also reminded many of the Muslim women of a phase in their act 

of Islamic prayer. While the positioning of the hands, the angle of the head and the 

direction of the gaze differ the overall shape of the julus and the yogic virasana are 

very similar. In this position, the additional neck stretch, moving the head from left to 

right, reminded some of the Islamic stance of waiting for the placing of ‘God’s hands’ 

on their shoulders. As Hana, a keen sportswoman in her 20s who was already trying 
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to enrol in college and translated basic Swedish for her Mum, explained as she 

demonstrated the turning of the head in virasana:  

 

Figure 26. Hana demonstrating julus and virasana 

Drawing from researcher’s ethnographic diaries 

 

You are like looking downwards and you say the prayers, and when you 
finish you do like this, and then back to the centre, and then you do like 
this. 

Researcher: Looking from the left or to the right, what’s the significance 
of that? 

It is like … Assalamu alaikum [while praying], because I think we say that 
there are angels on your shoulders, or God's hands … So we have to 
forget all these things [whether yoga is haram or not] and just focus to 
pray and to say something from the Quran. This is good for mental and 
for body at the same time. Because I think when you say Assalamu 
alaikum … it is the end of the prayer. (Hana, interview, 27.04.2018) 
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Finally Myssa explained balasana further, noting that as her head touches the ground 

in sujud (during the sequence of movements in salah), she feels like the earth absorbs 

all her sorrows and negative ‘vibes’ as she expresses her humility to her God.  

 

How to release negative vibes, it mostly consists with us ladies based 
on our believe about faith. Sweden is hard because it is hard. It’s 
very important for every woman to have spiritual beliefs so we can 
accept the bad things which happen around us and this is our faith. 
That’s why we have stronger beliefs with our religion in the Middle 
East. There was something out of our hands, we could not stop it, 
we could not control it.  If we scream, no matter what we did—we 
cannot stop those things from happening to us. We have strength, to 
accept what’s happening. And this spiritual belief we also found in 
yoga (Myssa: Interview 13.05.2018). 

 

Many of the women had appropriated yoga movements to create (and subsequently 

break) a sacred experience, in an otherwise secular refugee integration programme. 

It is important to acknowledge that rituals are not simply movement-based activities, 

as noted by Hekmoun (2019). Many of the women, such as Hana when she gave 

thanks to God’s angels, felt a divine connection when they moved.  

 

As Eliade (1958) notes in his canonical book on yoga and immortality, ritualistic 

practice serves to connect mundane physical experiences to the sacred plane. As the 

interview extracts so far have illustrated, for the women the repetition in yoga, together 

with the similarities between certain asanas and movements in Islamic prayer, felt like 

religious ritual and was thus experienced as life-affirming. This aligns with the findings 

of other anthropological yoga studies (Desjarlias, 1992; Persson, 2010), and 

resonates in particular with Devisch’s view that ‘healing is essentially rhythm and a 

vitalizing resonance between the body … and life-world’ (1984/1993, p. 1). 
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It is also important to note, however, that other yoga asanas that the women practised 

regularly in the classes did not remind them of Muslim prayer. Nonetheless, the focus 

required to balance in yoga meant the women experienced a bodily state of self-

reliance and agency.  

 

Through kinaesthetic lived experiences, the women switched temporalities to enhance 

their wellbeing and in doing so demonstrated a seldom captured bodily agency 

(Mahmood, 2005) which bolstered their connection to the divine. Turner (1967) 

ascertains that the liminality of ritual is often characterised by the dissolution of the 

conceptual structures that ordinarily define our world – cultural norms, social status, 

gender, and even time and space itself. In creating a sacred space in an otherwise 

harsh forced migration context (Buckley-Zistel and Krause 2017 and McCluskey 

2017), this divine agency was weaved throughout aspects of their yoga practice, and 

it came into being through ‘thinking in rather than of movement’ (Sheets-Johnstone, 

1981, p. 401; also Purser, 2018). The principle of heterotopia that bodily agency can 

be created through ritual (Foucault 1967/1986) is also evident in the women’s creation 

of divinity in yoga practices. Heterotopias are not necessarily a physical space; they 

can also be an atmosphere. 

 

By aligning their new yoga routines and habits with rituals of faith the women were 

able to recognise what might otherwise have been an imperceptible affective quality, 

an improved sense of wellbeing. This is something that could not be quantified by 

humanitarian aid performance indicators. Furthermore, the shift from the mundane to 

the divine that the women recounted experiencing in the classes highlights a bodily 
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synergy between faith and yoga that has seldom been acknowledged either in studies 

of Muslim women or in studies on forced migration. While the active responses of the 

women demonstrate a state of flux their accounts also profoundly challenge the notion 

that persists in much humanitarian discourse that the refugee woman is passive and 

helplessly traumatised.  

 

Significantly, how the women made sense of their physical yoga practice through their 

faith demonstrates they reaped more than physical benefits. This calls into question 

De Michelis’ (2005) claim that the practice of modern postural yoga is largely devoid 

of religion. Following on from De Michelis’ point, Goldberg turns his attention to the 

yoga space to note what he considers to be a tokenistic use of Hindu artefacts in 

Western yoga studios: ‘These days, aspects of Hinduism … are commonly grafted 

onto postural yoga classes so students can pretend (to themselves!) that in practising 

asana they’re partaking of a spiritual act, not merely exercising to get into shape’ 

(2016, p. 444). Nevrin, in contrast, argues that the use of ‘emotional artefacts (e.g. 

icons of Hindu deities) invite certain emotional responses’ (2008, p. 128). 

 

Given that Hindu artefacts did adorn the yoga classroom, I examine these claims to 

identify their impact on a diverse group of refugee women. While none of the Muslim 

Sham women mentioned the Hindu artefacts, and I was in fact concerned the wafting 

smoke from the incense might remind the women of the embers of war, those from 

Damascus and Aleppo however immediately made a connection between the 

sandalwood smell and local souks. However, I will focus on the two Christian women 

in the group, Yara and Farah, and Syra, the only South Asian Muslim in the group. 
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They responded to the ‘emotional artefacts’ (Nevrin, 2008) of the namaste 66 pose 

(Figure 27), the Hindu greeting widely appropriated by yoga in the West as a gesture 

of greeting at the start and end of a yoga class.   

 

 

Figure 27. Yara’s photo: ‘Hands and feet’ from Women in Yoga exhibition  

Photo credit: Yara (original in colour) 

 

When I asked Yara why she submitted the image above of her feet between the 

Namaste hands for our yoga exhibition at the end of my fieldwork, she explained how 

the imge significantly affected her emotional state: 

                                            

66 A slight bow of the head with hands pressed together, palms touching and fingers pointing 
upwards, thumbs close to the chest. This gesture is called anjali mudra; the standing posture 
incorporating it is pranamasana. In Hindi, it means ‘I bow to the divine in you’. 
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When I see these hands, in such a calm space I am reminded of my God. 
I see, no longer see … stress and strain. I see hope; the hope is in the 
hands in prayer, then I say a prayer at end of class as [the] teacher … is 
always ending class in prayer, my prayer! (Yara, interview, 25.05.2018) 

 

For Farah, the namaste praying hands did not appear to carry intrusive connotations 

of Hinduism. Seeing their sufficient resemblance to the Christian prayer pose, she 

found a way of integrating them as a vital ritualistic element in her practice: 

 

I like to sit exactly with my feet between the praying hands. Exactly. Each 
week I sit there exactly. This is why I come, like so early to class, so I 
can sit exactly between the hands. Can you see I always sit exactly in 
the middle of the praying hands, otherwise I don’t have this feeling of 
hope in my heart? Seeing my Christian faith in the yoga class makes me 
feel different about yoga. (Farah, informal conversation, 03.06.2018) 

 

In contrast, it was apparent that Syra, a young hijabi woman from India,67 responded 

negatively to the namaste imagery and other Hindu paraphernalia in the yoga studio, 

as evident in her body language and infrequent attendance: Syra had only attended 

the class a couple of times and during the class remained tightly curled up in a ball. I 

wondered about the impact that the namaste hands and all the other Hindu 

paraphernalia had on her as a Muslim fleeing India. Aside from all the Hindu and Indian 

paraphernalia for sale as you entered the yoga studio, there was also a statue of Shiva 

when you entered the yoga room (Figure 2) that seemed to look over us all as we 

practised together.  

                                            

67 India was among the top ten nations producing forced migrants during my fieldwork 
(UNHCR, 2018). 
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In line with Goldberg’s claim, for Yara, the namaste pose and imagery in the yoga 

classes did ‘retain a glimmer of … mystique and spiritual appeal’ (Sarbacker, 2014, p. 

102). However, for Syra, the yoga classes failed to produce a positive response. 

 

This demonstrates a further ethical problem with the assumption that there is a single 

universal understanding of yoga. In the context of the Swedish civic orientation 

programme, yoga was understood to be an effective tool for creating healthy and 

employable new citizens out of its forced migrant population. Whereas, Narendra 

Modi’s promoted ‘Hindu-ness’ (Hindutva) in yoga (Jain, 2020, p. 96) as a means to 

elevate this religion above others, including Islam, and help to build a new Indian 

nation rooted in Hindu values.  

 

This link between yoga and Hinduism is reinforced by the yoga paraphernalia in most 

Western urban yoga studios today. Yet this use of Hindu imagery and gestures in yoga 

is more problematic in a forced migration context. This recalls my earlier point that 

most forced migrants are Muslim, and in addition India often appears in the top ten 

nations creating forced migrants (UNHCR, 2018).  

 

This, coupled with a recognition of the emotionality of the Hindu artefacts in the space, 

as shared by Yara, Samira and potentially Syra, reveals a complexity to Goldberg’s 

assumption that yoga practitioners are merely pretending to be ‘partaking of a spiritual 

act’ (2016, p. 444). For the purpose of designing future integration programmes for 

refugees, as Mohanty argues, the ‘particular is universally significant’ (2003, p. 501). 

Given the range of ethnicities and religious and political backgrounds of the 
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participants of this and other refugee programmes, typical non-Western responses to 

gestures and icons cannot be assumed. 

 

In sum, religion was key to the lives lived in yoga and resettlement. Recalling this 

divine agency in Islam, it is important to remember that Islam, like many if not all faiths, 

is dynamic and based on its own rhythms which change throughout the year. 

Consequently, when Ramadan took place, with its sunrise to sunset fasts and 

increasing numbers of salah, the women’s conception of yoga changed again. 

 

4.4 Fasting and participating in yoga 

Sport studies have examined the impact of fasting during Ramadan on sport 

performance (Chtourou et al., 2011) and have recognised that the impact is likely to 

be different for different people (Aloul et al., 2015). These findings were confirmed by 

my research data since Ramadan occurred during my fieldwork in 2018. The impact 

of fasting on the women’s ability to attend the full 9 to 5 programme of activities, let 

alone exert themselves physically in the yoga classes, was compounded by 

unexpectedly hot weather. Many continued to attend yoga during the hottest Swedish 

summer on record.68 The yoga classes were held in an industrial-style building with 

floor-to-ceiling windows and no air conditioning. The women made no physical 

adaptations to their clothing and continued to wear several layers of black, heavy 

materials.  

                                            

68 Ramadan took place in an almost unprecedented heat wave in Sweden (The Local, 2018). 



 

223 

I also noted a shift in the collective energy of the classes. Gone were the swirls of 

smoke, gossiping giggles and constant arguments before, during and after the 

sessions. There was a general sleepy atmosphere, a sense that they were muddling 

through their 9 to 5 days of integration programme activities. In the yoga courses, the 

women displayed an altogether quieter bodily response. Everyone slowed down, as if 

conserving energy. Dima explained to me that the women knew that after the class, 

keen as always to save their bus fares, the women would be walking 20–30 minutes 

to their next activity in their 9 to 5 integration programme.  

 

Nour recounted how trying to execute the asanas exhausted her to the point of 

nausea, and noted similar responses of tiredness among other fasting women in the 

group:  

 

I was sleepy when I first came this morning and I wanted to sleep – 
[Instead] I had that [yoga] exercise now and I felt like I’m going to throw 
up, because I’m fasting. [The exercise was] you had to lay down on my 
hands and legs. I had to move my leg up. Because I am fasting, I felt like 
I am going to throw up after I lifts up my legs … Afterwards all the 
exercise, I have to lay down on my butt and the ladies next to me were 
all asleep. [laughs] (Nour, interview, 09.05.2018) 

 

While I did not hear the women directly complaining of hunger, several mimicked the 

action of smoking to signal their desire for a cigarette, and exchanged looks of longing 

when coffee was mentioned. As Reem explained, she felt she missed these stimulants 

more than food:  

 

Well, I am 50+, I am doing Ramadan my whole life. Yes, first days you 
are hungry but body adjusts and I don’t notice that I can’t have food. The 
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coffee and ‘what not’ [mimes smoking], yes that is more difficult. We got 
no [smoking] pauses now. This is why we are tired. I am not gonna lie, 
no coffee is making some problems for me, well yes, for all of us. In this 
programme it is so difficult to stay awake! (Reem, informal conversation, 
15.06.2018) 

 

Nadia also referred to what she felt to be the impact of not smoking on her energy 

levels: ‘I get more tired because I’m not smoking. Yeah, no nicotine’ (Nadia, interview, 

25.05.2018). I also observed a general irritability, fogginess and forgetfulness among 

the women, which we referred to as ‘Ramadan brain’ (Subsection 3.3.2).  

 

Dima explained how attending the yoga classes and other activities in the integration 

programme spoiled ‘the special atmosphere of Ramadan’ (Dima, interview, 

15.06.2018). The extent of the women’s dedication to the ritual of fasting during 

Ramadan was highlighted by the fact that they began to forge one another’s signatures 

on the yoga class register, and the real number of attendees dropped from 15–20 to 

just five or six per class. At the start of Ramadan, the women continued to attend yoga 

as they were aware that attendance was a legal stipulation of their refugee status. In 

those early days, it was clear that the register could not be tampered with, since after 

everyone’s names were recorded on arrival the register was sent, before the class 

started, electronically to the head office in Stockholm, which monitored the attendance 

of all refugees in all programmes. Over time, some of the women devised an elaborate 

and fake signing-in system to ensure that their attendance was recorded. During 

Ramadan, the few that continued to attend (interestingly the age range was mixed) 

kept their movements to a minimum to conserve energy. The women’s demeanour 

had clearly changed during Ramadan, yet the yoga facilitators were unaware of 
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Ramadan and fasting. All were still required to move in yoga, in this state of low 

hydration and mood. 

 

The conflicting requirements of being somewhat forced to move within the civic 

orientation programme together with the constraints of fasting during an 

unprecedented heatwave, which became the hottest Swedish summer for 260 years 

(Local, 2018), meant most of the women (all but the two Christian women were fasting) 

had to balance their efforts in yoga and sometimes choose to minimise their bodily 

engagement during the yoga classes. 

 

A superficial observation would be that the women, in skipping yoga or sleeping 

through their yoga class, reinforced the dominant and objectifying narrative of them as 

passive and weak, noted in sport studies on Muslim women and forced migration 

studies (Rana, 2017; Samie, 2017). Yet my ethnographic approach, as noted by Abu-

Lughod’s ‘ethnographics of the particular’ (2016, p. 157), captures the subtle reality of 

the women’s desire to conserve energy during Ramadan. This was driven by an 

intention to complete the civic orientation programme.  

 

When the women brought a sense of their everyday lives to their yoga classes, it 

impacted on the ways in which they made sense of yoga. It soon became clear that 

during Ramadan yoga experiences cannot be measured against uphill struggles 

towards employment, better health or, in trauma-sensitive yoga parlance, a sense of 

‘peaceful embodiment’ (Rhodes, 2015). The women’s experiences in yoga reflected a 

faith which required different efforts and energies at different times. Consequently, 
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when the women looked at yoga through a faith-based lens, their perceptions of yoga 

changed over time. When they were fasting, they conserved their energy and tried not 

to participate in yoga.  

 

The women’s resistance to the rule of mandatory attendance, particularly during 

Ramadan, obstructed the spiritual and emotional wellbeing they had begun to 

experience through yoga. This points to a broader point that goes beyond religious 

considerations: namely that meeting participants’ basic needs (food and hydration) as 

well as their felt needs (smoking and caffeine, in the case of many of these women) 

plays a vital role in ensuring their active engagement in any type of refugee integration 

programme. 

 

4.5 Conclusion(s) 

This chapter has examined the women’s initial perceptions of yoga, and how they 

came to make sense of it for themselves over time, highlighting how deeply and 

inextricably their responses were linked to their past and present circumstances, 

cultural practices and religious backgrounds.  

 

The chapter concludes by bringing the sub-themes together to note the empirical 

contributions. It also addresses how the sub-themes feed into the research aim by 

adding nuance to the usual understanding of a modern postural yoga practice taught 

in a refugee integration programme.  
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The foregrounding of lived experiences allows a dynamic interpretation of female 

forced migrants’ bodies from the perspective of women on the move in yoga. The 

women’s descriptions of increased flexibility, focus and improved breathing lead to a 

deeper understanding of how the women made sense of their bodies in yoga.  

 

Religious and cultural aspects of faith really mattered to how the women came to 

understand their bodies through yoga and their relationship with their bodies was 

constantly being remade in the context of yoga. The women’s embodied yoga 

experience(s) were different to what is espoused by standard yoga discourses. Such 

differences reveal a diversity and complexity to the ways each woman used yoga to 

navigate her journey through forced migration and (re)settlement. 

 

The women’s level of engagement in yoga varied depending on their cultural and faith 

needs. At times the women tried to avoid yoga as they perceived it to be haram; at 

other times they positively embraced it and considered it halal. Somewhat confusingly 

during Ramadan, it was both halal as it kept their bodies flexible for salah, and haram 

as it was exhausting and thus made fasting more difficult than it needed to be. Despite 

this complexity the women continued to make sense of their bodies through their faith 

and yoga.  

 

Unlike the hegemonic Western perceptions of Muslim women as disempowered and 

fixed in their faith and practices, the women exhibited fluidity and flexibility in yoga and 

beyond, which not only demonstrates their full human complexity, but also 

demonstrated that the women manifested their power and agency through a sense of 
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the Divine. They responded to yoga not simply as a physical exercise but in a holistic 

manner, bringing body, mind and spirit into their practice in line with a practical 

definition of yoga (Chapter 1) and in doing so developed their own sense of self-care. 

 

While the findings are grounded in lived experience, this was not without an occasional 

tension. However, in keeping with the aims and the integrity of this PhD, the findings 

offer a strong foundation for interpreting latent meanings in relation to lived 

experiences and offer three key empirical contributions to sport and yoga studies. 

Firstly, the women engaged with yoga not simply as a physical exercise but in a holistic 

manner, bringing body, mind and spirit into their practice. Whether the spiritual 

component is formally absent from much modern postural yoga teaching as de 

Michelis (2005) claims, or whether, as in the case of the Swedish TCTSY yoga 

classes, there is some use of religious gestures and artefacts, the women’s accounts 

suggest that from the core principles and practices of yoga (the focus on flexibility, 

balance and breathing) a sense of wholeness and wellness can emerge, regardless 

of faith.  

 

Secondly, how the women made sense of their bodies in yoga counters the hegemonic 

Western perceptions of Muslim women as disempowered and fixed in their faith and 

practices. The women instead actively rejected or re-appropriated the yoga asanas 

according to their varying needs and desires. These expressions of agency 

(sometimes fuelled by a sense of divine power) helped the women to develop self-

care and a greater feeling of control over their lives. Given this, their experiences might 

be said to inadvertently revive the historic relationship between yoga and Islam that 
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dates back to the twelfth century, and which has recently been explored in Burchett’s 

(2019) yoga study and also in the art history studies of Parikh (2015) and Diamond 

(2013).  

 

And finally, in line with my research approach, this turn towards an everyday 

experience of faith that is rooted in an embodied, situated and relational interpretation 

of Islam began with the women themselves. This demonstrates an agency seldom 

captured in studies of Muslim women in sport. While this is starting to change, their 

bodily experiences remain hidden beneath the veil. This stands in stark contrast to 

popular thinking around the female body in sport, which focuses on women’s agentic 

use of their body in sport to express new and alternative identities (Samie, 2013). 

 

In this chapter I have established how the women made sense of yoga from a personal 

point of view. However, the women were in a refugee integration programme that was 

deployed as a political education for women. This highlights a reoccurring and critical 

theme in feminist thought: that women’s bodies are both personal and political. Unlike 

their conception of the male, Chinese and Buddhist yogi mentioned in Section 4.2, the 

women were having to contend with influences on and ‘interferences’ with their new 

positionality as traumatised Middle Eastern Muslim refugee women. Alongside this 

they were also contending with the wider social, cultural and material constraints of 

their host country. Their positionality, along with the use of yoga as a trauma 

intervention, is the focus of the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5 

Yoga as a political fix 

While Chapter 4 focused on the women’s personal experiences in yoga, it is important 

to remember that their yoga course was deployed for political means. In this chapter, 

I attend to the tension between the women’s experiences of yoga and its political 

utilisation. The aim of this chapter is to destabilise essentialising representations of 

Middle Eastern women that often (un)inform public narratives and policy. I do this by 

focusing on an embodied analysis of yoga as told by the women themselves. In doing 

so, I complicate existing assumptions and discourses about the female Muslim body 

in contexts of forced migration and sport.  

 

The chapter is divided into three sections. The first attends to the political deployment 

of yoga and the impact this had on the participants’ perceptions of their yoga 

experiences. Then I draw on embodied yoga experiences and uncover the lives lived 

beyond forced migration categories. Finally, I explore movement and highlight the 

importance of finding an appropriate sense of balance (lagom) in yoga and 

resettlement.  

 

5.1 Affective vignette: Banah  

Similar to Chapter 4, I turn to Banah whose recollections of life in Syria and Sweden 

draw together some of the sub-themes of this chapter. Banah, in sharing her reasons 

for fleeing, is a reminder of sheer determination and tenacity, not only in her flight to 
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Sweden but also in how she found her sense of balance in resettlement. It is this 

determination that I aimed to capture. I am keen to avoid essentialising the rich and 

varied lived experiences of the women in my fieldwork study. Banah’s account, 

however is a strong example of the determination and tenacity of many female forced 

migrants. Banah’s forced migration experience demonstrates an agency, ignored in 

women, yet championed in men, as also noted in Ghorashi (2021) study (Section 2.7).   

 

Flashing her gappy gold smile at me as we waited for her interpreter to join us, I was 

immediately struck by Banah’s incredible presence. I had learnt that she was keen to 

talk and did not want to be distracted by the ‘coffee clatter’ of a café, or the ‘chitter 

chatter’ of home life, during her interview. At Banah’s request, therefore, we were in a 

private meeting room in a local library.  

 

 ‘We have a very strong woman here’. her interpreter told me, as Banah began her 

account:  

I had just left Iraq after all the wars that I witnessed, and I saw the 
maximum of everything. I have been through a lot, actually. I lost my 
husband and my big son in one of the wars. It was very hard, so I thought 
that ‘I’m going to lose all my kids then if I stay in Iraq’, so I just took my 
six kids. We were seven, one of us is dead. I have now six left. Four girls 
and two boys. I just took them, and I came here to Sweden because I 
wanted a decent life for them to have. They were so small, I brought 
them here and because I wanted them to have a good education, a good 
life just like European people. I am very happy now in Sweden because 
this country gave me freedom, and that I can do whatever I want. 

 

And it was Banah, a devout Muslim mother of seven, who organised us all, including 

two men, during her yoga photo shoot (Figure 28)!   
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Figure 28. Banah creating her yoga photos for the exhibition Women in Yoga 

Photo credit: Mariam (original in colour) 

 

Like most of the women in my study, Bana had numerous health issues on arrival in 

Sweden and for some time during her some time afterwards. Looking back, she 

recognised the symbiosis between her mental and physical wellbeing. 
 

Before I had many problems with my body, maybe because I was sad 
from inside; I lost members of my family and stuff, but now I think in a 
different way that life will go on and everything is going to be fine and 
okay. (Banah, interview, 23.04.2018) 
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Attaining this new equilibrium, (the state of lagom that the Swedish programme aimed 

to foster 5.5), was especially striking in Banah’s case, given how ‘out of place’ she had 

initially felt in Sweden. As she sought to explain: ‘In all of Europe, it’s different than in 

our countries’ (Banah, interview, 23.04.2018).  

 

It was evident that Banah’s personal resettlement journey had by no means been 

smooth. Nonetheless, her concluding comments to me demonstrated a woman with 

extraordinary resilience and self-reliance:  

 

I feel so calm and peaceful with myself and I can do whatever I want. I 
am not afraid of anything… Now I am about to start my life, a new life, a 
new beginning doing nice things because I wants to continue my life and 
there’s a new beginning waiting for me. I am 57. I encourage everyone 
to be strong, not to end your life and just stay in misery, just go ahead 
and do whatever you want. 

 

5.2 The ‘double burden’ of yoga  

 

Figure 29. Nour balancing her double burden of health and employment 

Drawing from researcher’s ethnographic diaries  
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The ethos of both the Swedish civic orientation programme and the principles of 

TCTSY were broadly compatible. Both regarded the women’s bodies and bodily 

movements as a ‘site of knowledge’ with which to identify and manage their health and 

wellbeing. However, as evident in the earlier mentioned (Section 1.1), wording of the 

civic orientation programme’s participant handbook, the overarching aim of the 

programme was political, to mould forced migrants into productive, employable 

citizens by teaching them to speak Swedish and be ready to ‘find a job as quickly as 

possible so that you are able to support yourself’ (Severinsson & Sandahl, 2017, p. 

14).  

 

TCTSY was, up until my fieldwork, taught by a small cohort of US TCTSY facilitators 

in situ to participants who were choosing to attend. The women in my fieldwork, 

however, were not practising yoga of their own volition due to the political context in 

which TCTSY was taught. Most yoga studies focus on participants who choose to 

practise yoga; however, there is emerging body of studies that focus on those who do 

not. Collectively, these studies (Anderzén-Carlsson et al., 2014;Auty et al., 2017; 

Godrej; 2022; Kovalsky et al., 2020; Norman, 2019; Muirhead & Fortune, 2015) 

demonstrate the importance of positioning participants’ yoga experiences in their 

wider power political context and show that, while yoga experiences are personal, they 

are also political. Assuming that TCTSY participants are in control of their wellbeing 

normalises ‘submissiveness to larger and often invisible regimes of gendered and 

capitalistic inequality’, as Black (2020, p. 286) claims in her critique of the current body 

of TCTSY studies. In my fieldwork, these inequalities imposed a further burden on the 

women: like the male forced migrants, they were expected to find employment as 
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quickly as possible; but unlike any of their male counterparts, they were expected to 

improve their health by participating in yoga courses, in some cases up to four per 

week. Next, I explore how the women felt about being in a compulsory yoga class held 

in a refugee integration programme that had positioned them as lacking. 

 

Many were thankful for yoga and all the activities in the civic orientation programme. 

Karima, despite not having her team of chefs, chauffeurs and home help who looked 

after her in Syria, felt blessed in Sweden. Karima shared: ‘I really thank Sweden 

because the government is offering things that [weren’t] really possible back in our 

country’ (Karima, interview, 29.05.2018). Many of the women had been accustomed 

to the support of other women or even domestic staff and often commented, as Nour 

lamented: ‘I have to do everything by herself. I am not used to it’ (Nour, interview, 

09.05.2018). Although all without exception were grateful to be in Sweden, Mariam  

felt: ‘I mean the Swedish people are not even Muslim and they offer lot more support 

than other Arab countries’ (Mariam, informal conversation, 29.05.2019). Hala, the wife 

of a successful international engineer, described how, despite the luxurious comfort of 

her former life, ‘we had a massive house and grounds – which even had a children’s 

playground in!’ (Hala, informal conversation, 01.05.2018), she recognised the 

necessity of leaving behind the bomb blasts and growing violence in Syria. Hala came 

to yoga smiling each day after dropping her children off in the school playground. I 

sensed the simple pleasure she took in this task despite the fact that her children were 

now playing in a school playground rather than their own. 
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Despite the women’s appreciation of the refuge that Sweden offered, they were aware 

that yoga was employed as a tactic for settling them into Swedish citizenship. Most 

recognised the expectations of the civic orientation programme and the connections 

made between yoga and health. Dima explained:  

 

So, at first, the government is giving a big attention to yoga, and because 
the Swedish government believes that the yoga is a cure. So … the 
employment services centre sends people to yoga classes, it is because 
they know it is good for those people. When a woman goes to the 
employment centre to explain her case, like she has been in her bed, 
they directly send her to yoga because they know it is going do her good. 
(Dima, interview, 25.04.2018) 

 

Many of the women were referred to yoga on mental health grounds to cope with 

stress, undiagnosed pain or unexplained medical symptoms. It was usually health 

professionals (or employment advisors) in these domains who referred the women, as 

Mariam explained: ‘The person in the clinic, the physiotherapist, recommended [yoga 

to] me to solve those [mental and physical] problems’ (Mariam, interview, 04.06.2018).  

 

Many did not want to attend yoga (Section 4.2) yet felt almost forced to do so. Karima, 

who was aware that her support package would be cut, yet initially refused to attend 

the yoga classes, explained: 

 

Before they told me about yoga, mentally I wasn’t feeling ok. I got 
shoulder ache and backache. I told them that I don't want to go regularly 
to the government [civic orientation programme], because I have a 
headache. And I have been on medicine [prescribed by the psychiatrist] 
for a long time. So they told me just try yoga, try it once. (Karima, 
interview, 25.05.2018)  
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While making the women employable was the ultimate aim of the civic orientation 

programme, only Dima was offered employment during my 22-month fieldwork period, 

as a cleaner in a luxurious hotel. Despite coming from a well-to-do family and setting 

up a ‘ladies’ group’ with 150 members in Damascus, Dima had little education and had 

had her first child at fourteen and so, on paper, was seemingly unskilled. Dima turned 

down the job, even though this impacted significantly on her financial support package, 

explaining tearfully: ‘It is just not possible for me to clean toilets’ (Dima, informal 

conversation before interview, 27.04.2018). When Dima chose the location for her 

interview, she picked a luxurious, seven-star hotel, and here Dima was much more at 

ease than in her earlier mentioned stationary cupboard, resettlement accommodation 

Dima shared: ‘I used to live in hotels like this, not like today, just eating and drinking 

coffee in them’ (informal conversation before interview, 27.04.2018).  

 

Unlike Dima, many of the women were highly skilled – from human rights lawyers to 

architects and graphic designers. And yet employment for these women was highly 

unlikely. From an analysis of government data published around the time of this 

fieldwork study (Alden & Hammarstedt, 2014; Bevelander & Irastorza, 2014; Bucken-

Knapp et al., 2018; Eurostat 2016), it is clear it takes years for immigrants (let alone 

refugees) to find employment.  

 

Furthermore, the women lived in an economically deprived city. To bolster the city’s 

economy, the municipality was offered financial incentives to take the lion’s share of 

newly arrived Syrians. The expectations of the civic orientation programme 

overestimated the women’s economic potential in this deprived fieldwork location and 
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positioned them to never surpass their expected narrative. While Sweden was one of 

the few countries to open its border to Syrians (Lidén & Nyhlén, 2015), it did so with 

the expectation that forced migrants would re-fuel a stagnant economy. The impact of 

this on the women in my fieldwork was that it placed the onus on them to fix wider 

societal issues. 

 

Moreover, given the supposed gender equality in Sweden, I was surprised that the 

civic orientation programme directed men to employment programmes and women to 

health integration programmes (Joyce, 2017), as this gendered division served to 

magnify the difficulties women in particular faced in resettling and achieving refugee 

status. The ‘double burden’ of the conflicting expectations of the Swedish authorities 

– that the women were expected to devote time to repairing their health while at the 

same time finding work ‘as quickly as possible’ – reflects policies on ‘immigration’ that 

recreate a colonial, nation-state centred image of society, propped up by global 

inequalities. Such immigration policies rarely consider actual needs in resettlement, 

which makes it all the easier to maintain the established rhetoric which this chapter 

seeks to dismantle.  

 

5.3 On ignoring Muslim women’s bodies in yoga 

One way to maintain this rhetoric and justify such draconic immigration policies was 

to ignore participants’ experiences of refugee integration programmes which 

challenge this rhetoric. This is one of the reasons why humanitarian aid policy makers 

and most studies of physical activities in refugee integration programmes ignore 

participants’ experiences in them (Spaaij et al., 2019; Nyers, 2013). This however was 
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not the case in the yoga classes in the Swedish civic orientation programme. Given 

that the women were in pain, the absence of medical records and a shared language 

meant that the Swedish yoga facilitators had to observe the women closely and make 

‘safety assists’ 69 immediately and constantly. The yoga facilitators did recognise that 

the women moved differently due to the pain of forced migration and war trauma held 

in their bodies. Next, I explore how the yoga facilitators responded to the women when 

their yoga movements changed again when they had ‘Ramadan brain’ (Subsection 

3.3.4). 

 

During Ramadan (in an unprecedented Swedish heatwave), the changes in the 

women’s movements were obvious (Section 4.4; 5.3). As a group, the mat layout 

reflected the impact of ‘Ramadan brain’ (Figure 30). Due to ‘Ramadan brain’, the 

women wobbled, fell, and were fraught and unfocused during yoga. Consequently, the 

yoga facilitators had to make constant ‘safety assists’. Despite this, most yoga 

facilitators were unaware that the women were fasting and continued to busy 

themselves making ‘safety assists’ based on the assumption that these changes to 

the women’s yoga practice were rooted in the trauma and pain of forced migration. 

During one class, a participant explained Ramadan and the yoga facilitator was 

genuinely surprised and stated that she had not heard of it. Unlike the numerous 

adaptations made for the pain of forced migration and war, none were made (such as 

                                            

69 Using non-verbal communication (e.g. pointing to one’s knee and moving it down, thus 
encouraging the participants to do likewise), verbal explanation or in extreme cases physically 
assisting the participant. 
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slower speed, cooling exercises) to accommodate the fasting women in a state of low 

hydration. 

 

   

Figure 30. Yoga mat lay formation before (left) Ramadan and with ‘Ramadan brain’ (right) 

Photo credit:  researcher (original in colour) 

 

This lack of attention to Ramadan was also sharply apparent during the civic 

orientation activity ‘Opening a Bank Account in Sweden’. A local bank manager, 

despite being told that the women were all fasting, put on a lavish spread to entice 

them to open a bank account. The women ignored the buffet and managed to refuse 

the coffee. It was awkward and tense and not many women opened a bank account, 

which was the objective, yet if the bank manager had known about the ‘Ramadan 

effect’ (Bialkowski et al., 2009), he may have approached them differently. The 

relevance of the improved economic and mental health outcomes of the ‘Ramadan 

effect’ noted in business studies to the civic orientation programme warrants further 

research. While the ‘Ramadan effect’ is almost impossible to document in a secular 

Swedish society and I am definitely not advocating studies that validate the economic 

worth of forced migrants; a simple acknowledgement of a collective dynamic in 

resettlement (the improved social cohesion that the ‘Ramadan effect’ brings) would 
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shift the conversation away from the deficit-based paradigm noted by studies of 

refugee integration programmes and its positioning of individual women as lacking.  

While the intended link between the civic orientation programme and economic 

viability was obvious and while the TCTSY courses were part of this programme, the 

links were subtle. The courses were held in an urban yoga studio with a largely benign, 

benevolent atmosphere that promoted health, harmony, spirituality, unity and 

flexibility. This studio location meant that the yoga facilitators never questioned their 

role in the deployment of yoga as an instrument to further marginalise an already 

marginalised group. The use of yoga for therapy was problematic as the political 

undercurrents that positioned the women as lacking remained hidden under this warm 

glow of yoga for health and wellbeing. Also, the fact that the yoga facilitators seemed 

to be know little about Ramadan and while they were still intervening, they did not 

know why there was this sudden rise in the need for interventions and the women’s 

changing bodily needs due to ‘Ramadan brain’.  

 

This reflects the studies reviewed in Chapter 2 that explore the patriarchal, racialised 

and Islamophobic undercurrents of yoga in both refugee integration and nation-

building programmes. Furthermore, the deployment of yoga for the female forced 

migrant in a refugee integration program must be viewed beyond the contours of 

nation-building programmes to include the long history of patriarchal yoga. Focusing 

on the women in yoga as incapacitated victims in need of psychological and medical 

aid reflects the West’s historical use of yoga (and other sports) as a means to de-

stress women’s bodies and improve their health and productivity (Singleton, 2010; 

Vertinsky, 2012, 2014). 
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Not long after Ramadan, I observed how excited many yoga teachers were, at the 

news of the forthcoming visit, of a famous Indian male yogi and his renowned fasting 

workshop. Astrid exclaiming, ‘He meditates most of the year in a cave in the Himalayas 

and now he is coming here!’ Spots for the workshop were selling fast. This interest in 

a fasting male Hindu yogi was in stark contrast to the fasting women. This was 

surprising as the women had fasted since puberty, were living in Sweden and as 

women had far more relevant knowledge to share than a male yogi living in India. The 

yoga teachers, like the women in my study (Section 4.2), saw a male Hindu yoga body 

as the ultimate site of yoga knowledge.  

 

Black (2020) argues that yoga appeals to women, in this case, the Swedish yoga 

teachers, whose social location means that they do not need to question why they 

perceive a male Hindu body as the site of yoga knowledge. This lack of critical self-

reflection meant that the bodies of the participants in my fieldwork continued to be 

seen as problematic by their yoga facilitators, rather than as an opportunity to 

challenge the existing rhetoric of the disempowered female Muslim, which this chapter 

seeks to dismantle. 

 

This excitement expressed by the Swedish yoga teachers reflected the earlier 

mentioned androcentric focus in yoga studies. The academic focus on the yoga body 

as Hindu and male (Birch, 2018; Mallinson & Singleton, 2017) is problematic because, 

as Jain argues, ‘without critical reflection on their own scholarly, gendered and racial 

positionalities’ (2020, p. 61) a story of a particularised yoga body takes shape. By 

paying homage to this ‘celebrated’ Hindu yogi, some of the Swedish yoga teachers 
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were also inadvertently reinforcing another tension. As noted in several yoga studies 

(Black, 2020; Jain, 2020; Kedhar, 2020), this tension relates to Islamophobic 

undercurrents in yoga programmes that have situated yoga as a practice essentially 

rooted in Hinduism.  

 

One of the clearest visual signifiers of Muslim faith and culture in women is the wearing 

of the hijab. During the time of my fieldwork, Swedish politicians tried to ban the 

wearing of the hijab. This reflects the thinking in some sport studies that women must 

overcome their faith or culture before they can freely participate in sport (or ‘host’ 

society) in a Western context (Samie, 2013, 2017). I have already established that 

wearing a hijab was more than a clothing choice and was part of the women’s body 

schema. Next I focus on the vast difference between the yoga facilitators’ perceptions 

of women participating in yoga while wearing hijabs and the women’s experiences in 

them. 

 

The yoga facilitators found it difficult to observe how the women moved in yoga 

because of their hijabs and saw the hijab as a hindrance to moving in yoga. Banah 

recalled that one facilitator recommended: ‘Okay, you should wear different clothes. 

You might fall down because your clothes are very long as you are wearing floaty 

clothes’ (Banah, interview, 23.04.2018). This concern reflects the yoga facilitators 

(and my) Eurocentric yoga teacher training (Subsection 3.3.2), where it was the norm 

for participants to wear tight-fitting lycra. Due to this narrow conception of observing 

movement, the yoga facilitators did not alter their gaze on yoga movements but 

instead recommended that the women adapt their clothing.  This reflects the top-down 
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approach mentioned by Jeanes & Alfrey (2015) in their critique of too many physical 

activities in refugee integration programmes. 

 

Despite requesting a change in their clothing, none of the women did throughout the 

duration of my fieldwork. Most of the women had a profound relationship with their 

hijabs. Many started to cover up from roughly the beginning of puberty and, as Banah 

shared, the hijab is ‘just part of my everyday life, I never thought about changing it’ 

(Banah, informal conversation, 25.05.2018). The hijab was very much a part of their 

body schema, much like the blind man’s stick mentioned by Shilling (2012) in his 

definition of the corporeal body. The women in hijabs moved around the yoga room 

with confidence and ease. It was important to include my observations of this in my 

data collection (Subsection 3.3.2) because this freedom of movement was not 

mentioned by any of them during their interviews as it was such an integral part of their 

body schema.  

 

Over time, in observing the women move in yoga, I realised just how much bodily 

agency they held because of, and not in spite of, their hijabs (see the analysis of 

bharadvajasana in Chapter 3). This freedom of movement, while in harmony with Abu-

Lughod’s (2002) Afghani participants who continued to wear their hijab, or ‘mobile 

home’, after the ‘fall’ of the Taliban to ensure freedom of movement in public spaces, 

was not recognised by the yoga facilitators. 

 

The confidence and ease with which the hijabi women moved in yoga was unlike the 

participants in paid-for classes in the same yoga studio. Many of these participants 
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wore the latest trends, and had digested the latest diet advice in the sexist, racist yet 

trendy yoga magazines (Dolezal, 2011; Merskin, 2011; Strings et al., 2019; Webb et 

al., 2017a, 2017b) peppered around the studio with their covers displaying a particular 

‘aspirational yoga body’. Consequently, and understandably, some of these women 

spent a significant amount of time buying yoga attire (Figure 3) and checking out each 

other’s bodies, while self-consciously breathing in and rearranging their own clothing. 

It was therefore of some surprise to me that the freedom of movement of the hijabi 

women went unnoticed by the Swedish yoga facilitators. Most of the Swedish yoga 

facilitators continued to see the hijab as a hindrance in yoga.  

 

This view reflects Samie’s (2013) broader critique that sport studies fail to 

acknowledge the agency of Muslim women in sport. Samie, in her study of Muslim 

women and basketball, notes that Muslim women are systematically denied ‘an 

identity or bodily presence outside of the discursive identity of the veil’ (2013, p.257). 

The yoga facilitators’ assumption that the women were unable to participate fully in 

yoga due to their hijabs stands in stark contrast to thinking around the female body in 

sport which focuses on women’s agentic use of their body. Such agency is often used 

to express, as Samie (2013) argues, new and alternative identities, yet unless yoga 

facilitators alter their teaching gaze such agency is sorely missed. The yoga 

facilitators’ perception of the hijab as a barrier to yoga reflects the earlier mentioned 

political rhetoric of the hijab as a threat to integration, rather than an integral part of 

women’s well-being and thus key to their integration. 
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Hijabi women practising yoga are ignored or positioned as vulnerable and ‘at risk’ 

(Ghorashi, 2021) by normative narratives. These findings demonstrate how women’s 

bodies are often reduced to a discursive script on which those in power inscribe their 

particular tales. I could use the remainder of this chapter to reveal the many ways that 

Muslim forced migrant women are seldom seen but instead will be recommending this 

as an area for future research (Section 7.5). This is because next I intend to address 

an anomaly in how male and female forced migrants are portrayed. Unlike women, 

men are not portrayed as ‘at risk’ or weak; instead they are deemed, argues Ghorashi 

(2021), to be a risk to host societies. Thus men and not women are seen as the 

proprietors of agency in resettlement. This reflects an underlying gendered logic of 

feminine vulnerability and masculinity as a threat. To redress this, next I explore the 

embodied agency women held in yoga and destabilise such essentialising 

representations of the Muslim Middle Eastern woman in forced migration contexts. 

 

5.4 Including the fleshiness of the body 

As the literature reviewed in Chapter 2 has shown, feminist theorists have long centred 

the body in socio-political analysis, yet Berila et al. (2016) in their book Yoga, the body, 

and embodied social change: An intersectional feminist analysis argue feminist 

discussions of the body often privilege discourse over material embodiment. To lean 

into more corporeal experiences (Subsection 2.12.2), I draw on the work of Merleau-

Ponty who rejected the Cartesian split in favour of the necessary interrelatedness 

between mind and body. It is worth remembering that the civic orientation programme 

also recognised this interrelatedness, as shown in the earlier mentioned (Section 1.1) 

book that accompanied the programme, which acknowledged that: ‘One sign of stress 
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is that you are sleeping badly and feel sad. You may also have difficulty concentrating, 

a poor memory and problems with your stomach, headaches or pain in other parts of 

your body’ (Severinsson & Sandahl, 2017, p. 192). Next, I explore the women’s 

embodied experiences in yoga and establish how similar they were to the ethos of the 

civic orientation programme. 

 

Aya, who has a lame leg, shared:  

 

I have a thing, I felt for all my lifetime, that my body is not linked to my 
mind. When I wake up, I dealing with my body as a machine and the 
mind should give orders to do this and that. Because of the yoga … I felt 
that this forced my body and mind to get linked together. (Aya, interview, 
14.05.2018) 

 

Aya, like so many of the women, after doing yoga did not feel ‘split’ any more and 

expressed an interrelatedness between her mind and body. 

 

Lely shared that the pain in her body was ‘mostly, psychological. Or, something in the 

mind. This combination of stretching my body, meditating and breathing, everything 

works together to make things better’ (Lely, interview, 04.06.2018). And this, shared 

Hana, is: ‘A way to deal with stress’ and her increased flexibility gave her the ‘feeling 

it is so easy to do the movement and that it’s good for the heart rate’ (Hana, interview, 

27.04.2018). Reem felt ‘Very happy when I can do something like balance’ (Reem, 

Interview, 26.04.2018). Similarly Farah felt ‘Happy. It [yoga] makes you feel peaceful 

and it makes you active. Active means if you are mentally active, if you are peaceful 
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then your body is more active. You mind, your heart, your body and your thinking’ 

(Farah, interview, 13.05.2018).  

 

Many women felt less stressed after moving in yoga. Yoga gave many a feeling of rest 

and peace, as Kamar shared: ‘I feel better from the inside. It is like I am just, through 

thinking all of the bad stuff or all the bad thoughts that I have outside. Now I feel more 

relaxed, more calm’ (Kamar, interview, 30.04.2018). Reem shared: ‘I feel, very, very 

rested in my thoughts. Even this moving like this [Reem rolls her shoulders back]. It is 

very, very nice and even now I move it, I feel nice’ (Reem, interview, 26.04.2018). 

Many of the women had reconceptualised stress, pain and ‘bad thoughts’ through 

being active and in moving felt flexibility, stretch, movement and breath, as well as 

being more connected to their bodies. 

 

While it is important to recognise the unimaginable violence of war and forced 

migration, how such experiences are interpreted when yoga is deployed as a remedy 

for marginalised communities runs the risk of creating further unnecessary divides 

among us. Many of the women, like yoga participants the world over, simply worried 

about what else they needed to get done before the day’s end. Haya sighed: ‘Yeah, 

because we have many activities to do in the day. We cook from scratch so it takes 

like a long time to prepare food. And all of these things together make a busy day’ 

(Haya, interview, 04.06.2018). It is important to acknowledge that life goes on in 

resettlement, and is sometimes, as Haya shared, filled with relatable and mundane 

cooking tasks and household chores and, at other times, a heart-wrenching divorce.  
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Over time the women experienced yoga as a tool to identify and manage their health 

and wellbeing, which was in line with the civic orientation programme’s deployment of 

yoga for wellbeing. This synergy is rarely captured in studies of physical activities in 

refugee integration programmes as there is a lack of recognition that bodies and 

emotions are knowledge generators, as Spaaij et al. (2019, 2022) note. Contributing 

this embodied analysis of yoga adds a ‘fleshier’ dimension to this body of work, which 

as Spaaij et al. argue, is ‘essential if we are to truly understand the meaning of sport 

and physical activity in the everyday lives of refugees and forced migrants’ (2019, p. 

14). 

 

In sum, it is important to build experiential knowledge to shift the conversation away 

from the political rhetoric of saving refugees used in humanitarian aid to garner finance 

(Nyers, 2011) or establish a programme’s worth. Furthermore, Muslim women’s 

bodies are rarely considered in sport studies (Samie, 2013). Therefore, focusing on a 

‘fleshier’ dimension to this body of work complicates existing assumptions and 

discourses about the female Muslim body in contexts of forced migration and sport.  

 

5.4.1 Diverse yoga experiences muddled one-dimensional understandings 

Focusing on an embodied analysis enabled me to unpick the large-scale movements 

of migration with the small-scale movement in yoga. In doing so, I captured a diversity 

of bodies on the move in forced migration which is seldom acknowledged in studies 

on physical activities in refugee integration programmes nor forced migration (Section 

2.11). Acknowledging this diversity is integral to my research aim of destabilising the 

generalised and one-dimensional portrayal of Middle Eastern women on the move to 
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Europe. Next, I establish the diversity to bodies on the move as told through an 

embodied analysis of yoga held in a refugee integration programme. 

 

Many of my participants were keen to highlight how different they were from one 

another. As Dima put it, we ‘came from different levels and different countries and lots 

of different levels of income and education’ (Dima, interview, 25.04.2018). 

Consequently, as Myssa shared, we were ‘coming from different cultures so that's why 

I will be affected in a different way’ (Myssa, interview 13.05.2018). Consequently, once 

the women had to participate in yoga, a variety of reactions were noted and some 

were a response to being told they had to do yoga. Myssa shared: ‘The other women 

come to these yoga classes just because they have to do it. I’m different from them. 

And probably they will not feel the same as me because they are only coming to 

register their names’ [then skip the yoga class] (Myssa, interview, 13.05.2018). 

 

Aside from shared religious concerns that yoga was haram (Section 4.2), once the 

women participated in yoga, their responses differed according to age and personality. 

Amira, who at eight months’ pregnant understandably held a natural reticence, 

expressed her reaction in the way her legs went wobbly at her first encounter with 

yoga. Amira shared: ‘Actually, when I [went] for the first time. I just wanted to know, 

“Can I sit down and see what it would be?”’ (Amira, interview, 26.04.2018). Ranim was 

similarly hesitant about encountering something new: ‘I was shocked because like I 

was “What am I gonna do in this yoga? I ain’t sure what I’m gonna do”’ (Ranim, 

interview, 30.04.2018). Other women were simply surprised to discover that yoga was 

a type of sport activity. Nour shared: ‘When I started here [in Sweden] yoga I told my 
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son. “It is not like what I thought, it has exercises”’ (Nour, interview, 09.05.2018). Lely, 

a younger women who enjoyed dance as a spectator, viewed yoga as a type of 

dancing: ‘I like to watch dance [this was how Lely referred to yoga] and like to see 

things [yoga], but not to do it’ (Lely, interview, 04.06.2018). 

 

Many of the older women, in contrast, considered it entirely inappropriate that they 

were expected to take part in the yoga classes at all. As Dima explained, speaking on 

behalf of the ‘50+’ women: ‘We find it silly, especially us older women. I am not going 

to do this. I am not going to do that because it is not embedded in our culture to do 

these exercises. We find it something ridiculous’ (Dima, steering group meeting, 

25.05.2018).  

 

While all of the women initially felt that yoga was haram, once the women had begun 

to settle into the yoga classes, a range of responses persisted. For some, certain 

postures triggered pain (as examined more closely later in this chapter) frequently 

related to former injuries, in some cases causing chronic muscular cramps between 

classes. Reem shared: ‘I have a problem in my back, the first time I thought maybe it 

is not good for me’ (Reem, interview, 26.04.2018). Nour and Hana, like most of the 

women, were keen to explain the physical impact yoga had: 

 

Like I am going to throw up after I lift up my legs….for me it was my first 
time, but it was too much. I couldn’t move for two or three days after that 
lesson, because I couldn’t move my legs. I said I am going to quit. (Nour, 
interview, 09.05.2018) 

Yes, it was so funny. The first class, because we did a lot of movement 
so it was so hard. I cannot just touch my toes so … just felt it was so hard 
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for me. I feel my muscles be weak, so I cannot do anything, I had cramps 
for one week, (Hana, interview, 27.04.2018) 

 

Over time, many continued to experience a considerable range of sensations through 

moving in yoga. Some noted intense pain relief or changes in their posture or body 

shape. Sa’adia shared: ‘I feel a little bit ache in my back, but it is almost gone’ (Sa’adia, 

interview, 23.04.2018). Nadia exhaled and specified: ‘Breathing helped me [in my] 

stomach. I used to have fat but it is gone now’ (Nadia, interview, 25.05.2018). While 

some noted minimal effects, Mariam distractedly quantified: ‘I only concentrates 89% 

when I have yoga class’ (Mariam, interview, 04.06.2018) and Lely stated emphatically: 

‘For the breathing, it was nothing actual. I didn't feel any difference’ (Lely, interview, 

04.06.2018). Some enjoyed certain asanas, while others took great pleasure in the 

classes and felt an overall improved sense of wellbeing. Haya almost shouted: ‘I salute 

the person whoever invented the yoga. [laughter]. From– from the bottom of her heart, 

I salute him’ (Haya, interview, 04.06.2018). While Amira stated simply: ‘When I start 

yoga, I feel happy’ (Amira, interview, 26.04.2018) and Ranim, in her usual dramatic 

way, raised her hands over her head and exclaimed: ‘I always feel energetic and active 

actually. Yoga saved my life!’ (Ranim, interview, 30.04.2018).  

 

The diversity of responses to moving in yoga reflects the vast variation of the lives of 

forced migrants. Focusing on this enabled me to disentangle the large-scale 

movement of migration and position women bodies and the lived experiences they tell 

as multidimensional (Barbour, 2004; Kruks, 2014; Purser, 2018), which is an important 

feminist aim of this PhD. Moreover, focusing on diversity in any marginalised group or 

community, argues Collins (2010), presents an opportunity to deconstruct the 
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normative narrative of a one-dimensional mass on the move which positions women 

as lacking and men as a threat. In other words, it denies women agency. Exploring 

the women’s initial yoga experiences demonstrates their agency in resettlement and 

offers an unusual domain to capture the diversity of forced migrants on the move.  

 

5.4.2 Shape shifting in yoga shows agency 

Exploring the impact of yoga complicates the notion of the passive, traumatised 

refugee woman who is unable to move forward. It offers a more animated account to 

studies that address bodies as inert matter on which representations of refugees’ 

passivity, vulnerability or deceitfulness are inscribed by state and humanitarian actors 

(Fassin & d’Halluin, 2005). Drawing on the work of Maxine Sheets-Johnstone enabled 

me to animate and so nuance the static framing of women to one of the many before 

and afters that denote ‘success’ in refugee integration programmes. Sheets-

Johnstone states that we create in movement kinaesthetic memories which become 

‘familiar kinaesthetic melodies … inscribed in kinaesthetic memory’ (2009b, p. 261). 

This holds potential for a familiar melody inscribed in the women’s bodies to be 

triggered by similar yoga movements. Next I explore the kinaesthetic memories the 

women held in their bodies, released through yoga. 

 

For Ranim movement in yoga reminded her of her childhood:  

 

Okay, when I was a little girl, I used to stand in front of the mirror and do 
some movements … [laughs] but now I just discovered that, the same 
movements I used to do spontaneously when I was a little girl, we are 
doing the same movements in the yoga class. Yeah, like, side stretching 
the arms and the legs. (Ranim, interview, 30.04.2018)  
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The impact of this for Banah was that yoga gave ‘A very nice feeling that no words 

can describe. I felt so free, like when I was a small kid playing a game. I felt so free’ 

(Banah, interview, 23.04.2018). Ranim shared something we can all relate to (but 

rarely admit to!):  

 

We [Ranim and her friends] used to put on a video tape and watch a 
trainer doing some movements and we just copy her movements. And 
some movements we used to like and we learned from this video are 
also the same [as yoga]. It is not 100% the same but almost the same. 
(Ranim, interview, 30.04.2018) 

 

Haya shared how similar yoga was to an exercise her nerve doctor gave her:  

 

I had an accident, that’s why I have pain in my shoulders. I had nerve 
doctor in Syria. He gave me the same exercises I’ve been doing in the 
yoga classes. Like shoulders up and down, and lifting your hands up, 
and then wiggling your fingers to take the shoulders high over your head. 
And your arms are outstretched like a starfish and then moving from [up 
to down]. Almost 90% of the exercises I’m doing in yoga. I can do yoga 
and I felt relaxed in my body and shoulders and everything inside and 
out I felt relaxed, even my mind. I felt relaxed in every aspect and every 
way. (Haya, interview, 04.06.2018) 

 

There was a bodily agency and dynamism to these memories revealed in movement. 

Haya’s body held memories of exercises with her nerve doctor that were 90 per cent 

the same as yoga. And Ranim shared that yoga was ‘Not 100% the same’ as her 

childhood memory, yet she had shape shifted in yoga to (re)create her happy 

childhood memories. In doing so, Ranim demonstrated a bodily agency in her 

interpretations of the many movement possibilities and proficiencies to be found in 
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yoga; just as Purser’s (2018) dance participants had in her phenomenological analysis 

of dancers limbering up and practising a new dance routine. 

 

Ultimately this shape shifting in yoga movements was fuelled by what Merleau-Ponty 

would summarise as a sense of ‘I can’. The women, in living out their childhood 

subjectivities in yoga, revealed positive representations of growing up in a country 

before it was at war. Such childhood experiences remain buried under the health 

narrative’s that led to their referral to yoga (Section 1.1), which drew on individualistic, 

discursive and psychologised views of female forced migrants’ bodies. While it is 

important to note that the ‘body keeps the score’ in trauma recovery (van der Kolk, 

2014), the same body also contains the tapestry of lives already lived. And revealing 

childhood movement melodies calls into question the assumption that women’s bodies 

in resettlement are symbols of trauma and social tension.  

 

Movement melodies are however complex and often dance across a range of 

temporalities. Some of the women’s experiences of moving in yoga were not always 

sweet reminders of childhood. Most women experienced problems with their bodies. 

And a reoccurring problem was shoulder and back pain based on heavy domestic 

workloads in Sham, now combined with the cold, harsh Swedish winters. Reem 

explained further: 

 

Most of us back in the Arab countries do hard housework in the house 
and outside the house. So we are always doing everything and it is really 
hard. So at first when we did the shoulders exercises it was so hard for 
us. (Reem, interview, 26.04.2018)  
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Reem’s best friend Nour stated, ‘I am telling the women the differences between 

weather, in Sweden it's cold and hot all the time here. It's cold outside and when you 

go inside, it's hot, so it affects the whole body, especially the shoulders’ (Interview, 

09.05.2018). And Banah pointed our earlier that her back pain in her body was related 

to being emotionally tied and related to her psychological situation (Section 5.1). 

 

This pain opens further areas for consideration to do with the inseparability of physical 

difficulties, including feelings of cold that are both physical and emotional, associated 

with the migration journey combined with previous and current cultural and social 

environments. Moving in yoga created opportunities to switch between temporalities 

almost instantaneously, yet the women remained embodied in the present movement 

– to balance in yoga presence in the moment is required. Temporalities is a significant 

theme in the edited collection Leisure and forced migration, for which I co-wrote a 

chapter. While in my chapter, I recounted that the women felt rushed and that their 

time was limited by the civic orientation programme (Collison & De Martini Ugolotti, 

2022), other chapter authors described time in forced migration contexts as dead, 

meaningless, punitive, waiting and shared.  

 

An exploration of how the women made sense of moving in yoga offers a rich 

understanding of not just lives already lived, but also of the complexity of life in 

resettlement, and how the range of temporalities felt in yoga, often experienced in 

unison, contest the then/now of forced migration. Bodily agency and an ability to shape 

shift in yoga revealed an ability to switch between a range of temporalities and 

timescales, which often became entangled, conflated and muddled. Similar to Barras 
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et al.’s study with another marginalised group, transgender and non-binary people, 

temporalities complicated the dominant narrative that a ‘deep gap between the former 

gender identity and the desired new one opens up, and a distinct bodily change which 

precipitates the shift from one to the other’ (2021, p. 67). In my research, an 

exploration of temporalities in yoga enabled me to soften and slowly unravel the many 

sharp divides that positioned the women’s yoga experiences in the shadows of the 

numerous binaries of here–there, before–after, broken–fixed, which prove the success 

of refugee integration programmes.  

 

5.4.3 Developing a sense of self in yoga 

Many of the women, by attending to and ultimately managing sensations held in their 

body, gained a greater sense of self and established a more conscious way of being 

in their (re)settled worlds. They sensed the world through a pre-reflexive sense of ‘I 

can’ rather than the reflective Cartesian statement of ‘I think therefore I am’. Next, I 

explore what developing a sense of self in yoga meant to this group of women. 

 

Haya tearfully explained: 

 

We are coming from a country that has war and there are lots of bad 
things happening. It is important to focus on yourself as a human being. 
Because in general, we [Sham women] don’t take care of ourselves. We 
just forget to do that … It is like how to focus on the positive things in 
myself, and how to make it even more positive and more strong.  

In the yoga courses, I can just feel like this is for me – this is the time for 
me. It is time to just relax and think about nothing. Even though in the 
yoga classes, I just keep thinking about stuff, but I’m trying a little bit – 
we all are, to think more of us and other stuff. (Haya, interview, 
04.06.2018). 
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All, without exception, appreciated their lives in Sweden. Aya summed up how women 

felt:  

 

In general, the weather here, the atmosphere, the beautiful nature, and 
the new lifestyle that I’m getting is … training myself to take the life very 
easily. So now if I want to do anything I’m not in rush, there's nothing 
following me to do it very quickly, so like easy, slowing down, breathing, 
making a new person of myself, (Aya, interview, 14.05.2018). 

 

The interpreter (herself also an Arab women) pointed out there is no direct translation 

for what Haya called ‘time for me’, as Arab Muslim women prioritise caring for others 

and sharing duties as wives, mothers, daughters or sisters.  

 

Farah explained: 

 

I can’t feel, I can’t think about myself. I always think about my children, 
about my family, about my friends. I don’t have a minute for myself. Now, 
I have. When I just come to yoga class, I just lie down five or seven or 
six minutes before starting my exercise. (Farah, interview, 13.05.2018).  

 

Aya explained the impact this has on her: 

 

Too busy in my country to think about me, always family, friends and 
children. I am not breathing correctly because my life rhythm, which is 
for most of the people in Syria is very quick and there is many things to 
do. I had work, I had kids, and I was married. Quick rhythm of life leads 
to too much stress. (Aya, interview, 14.05.2018) 

 

As the women further explained to me, aside from personal hygiene and eating well, 

attending solely to oneself through focused activities such as yoga felt like the kind of 
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indulgence generally reserved for one’s children: the only ‘conceptual equivalent’ 

(Williamson et al., 2011) was to spoil children. Mouna explained: ‘We don’t have this 

word [me time] in Arabic. I never heard it. You spoil your children and give them treats 

but no, I never would think to spoil myself’ (Mouna, informal conversation, 20.04.2018).  

Ranim explained further: 

 

Yeah, it is just spoiling yourself … Yeah, it is [yoga], it is such a relief 
because if you have pain in certain parts of your body, your back, your 
stomach, your arms, whatever, the pains goes away with the yoga. Yeah. 
And even if you – even if you don’t have any problems with your body, it 
is a very good chance for you to relax. (Ranim, interview, 30.04.2018) 

 

Other women recognised yoga, as numerous TCTSY studies have shown (in 

particular, Rhodes, 2015), as a time to heal after difficult times in resettlement. Haya 

shared:  

 

You know there are so many things going on in your life and then you 
just need some time for yourself … And actually, one of my friends told 
me that after she got divorced, yoga helped her a lot because sometimes 
yoga makes you warm. So it is like nice. It is like it, you connect with 
yourself indirectly. (Haya, interview, 04.06.2018) 

 

Over time, the women grew to recognise the importance of attending to themselves 

and ‘me time’. Given their experiences of forced migration, the expectations placed on 

them in their home life as Sham women and in resettlement balancing the earlier 

mentioned ‘double burden’, it is no surprise that me time in yoga, once understood, 

was cherished.  
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This new concept of self in yoga was in line with Anderzén-Carlsson et al.’s (2014) 

earlier mentioned Swedish study with ‘medical yoga’ participants. Their study, with 

participants who were also prescribed yoga to overcome mental health difficulties, was 

one of the few that did not focus on an endpoint to recovery. Consequently, like the 

women in my fieldwork study, their participants saw yoga as an opportunity to 

experience ‘another way of being in the world’ and this had a positive impact on their 

sense of self.  

 

5.4.4 The impact of yoga in resettlement 

While another way of being in the world is difficult to quantify, which reflects a similar 

point made by studies of refugee integration programmes that note a difficulty in 

documenting the more subtle and intangible aspects of life in resettlement (Carpi et 

al., 2020), it is nonetheless essential to try. Doing so muddles the many marginalising 

metanarratives that divide us. Given the reductionist view of forced migrants’ lives in 

resettlement noted in the refugee integration literature (Spaaij et al., 2019), it was 

important to explore the diverse ways in which yoga impacted on lives lived in 

resettlement beyond health and economic viability. Next, I draw on Barbour’s concept 

of ‘kinaesthetic sensing’ to remedy this. I ascertain if the women developed an 

enhanced ability for ‘changing movement habits/patterns in everyday life’ (Barbour, 

2004, p. 235), resulting from yoga.  

 

Many of the women felt a lightness to their movements as many had lost weight and 

were exercising for the first time in yoga. This impacted positively on their energy 

levels outside of the yoga class. Aya shared: ‘Right after the yoga class, I felt full of 
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energy and I can deal with many things’ (Aya, interview, 14.05.2018). Many, like 

Banah, who commented earlier (Section 4.2), that weight loss led to full participation 

in the civic orientation programme and daily life in resettlement. 

 

Nour shared more detail about the impact yoga had on her daily life: 

 

I feel like I’m like a feather, like I can move easily because I have to take 
eight buses through the day. I go to so many places, school and IKF [the 
international women’s centre] and then, back to shopping. I feel more 
alive…. Last year, I only had four hours to go to school70 or some 
activities and still I felt tired. Now I go through eight hours of activity per 
day. It is a double thing, but still, I have more energy to go back home 
and do a lot of things – maybe more yoga or [spend time on] the new 
friendships I have from yoga. (Nour, interview, 09.05.2018) 

 

This sense of lightness was related to psychological states, as Banah expressed 

earlier, ‘I felt I am more energetic, I wants to do things, I wants to train, exercise. I have 

a big energy and I feels like a big businesswomen (Banah, interview, 23.04.2018). 

 

Many of the women had previously discussed a heaviness in their shoulders and had 

passively given in to their body. Engaging in postures which release tension in the 

shoulders demonstrates a bodily agency to shift that heaviness (Morley, 2001; Nevrin, 

2008). That is not to say that mobilising the body will shift the depression or stagnation 

held in the body, yet a change in their approach to such heaviness and a shifting of 

                                            

70 Because Nour had regular panic attacks triggered by being with people, especially men, 
Nour informed me that the civic orientation staff agreed that she could attend the civic 
orientation programme part time (four hours a day instead of eight). 
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body weight did make some feel ‘lighter’ (Chapter 4) and thus altered their mental 

states. This had a positive impact beyond the yoga courses.  

 

Several of the women noted the impact yoga had on their mental states in terms of 

intellectual confidence. Amira, like most of the women, lived in an area out of town 

with other migrants (Subsection 5.5.1), and, consequently, since she had little 

opportunity to meet people fluent in Swedish, she had lost her confidence to try. Amira 

shared: 

 

Before I start yoga, I was afraid a little to speak Swedish. Yeah. And, I 
tell to myself that, ‘No, I have to learn.’ I have to even if I was wrong 
sometimes but I have to speak. And I have … this power. Yoga give me 
more power to give my best. I think that I can do it. Yeah. Yeah. Yeah. 
Full power … You know to push it. (Amira, interview, 26.04.2018) 

 

Assel noticed an improvement in her studying: ‘I noticed I am more focused on my 

study recently. I was not focusing too much before as I was not happy, not so 

optimistic’ (Assel, interview, 13.05.2018). 

 

Some of the women felt more in sync with and connected to their bodies as a result of 

participating in yoga, and this impacted positively on their lives beyond yoga. Dima 

saw the seemingly complex bodily activity of driving a car as a possibility. Dima 

shared:  

 

Driving, it terrifies me. I always had the chauffeur, now nobody. I have to 
take the buses, Urgh, I hate this, I am just so embarrassed. Now I thinks 
I am gonna learn to drive. Me driving at 59! I have a problem with me left 
and me rights, I don’t know which is one and this scares me because 
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one foot is fast, one is stop on the pedals below my feet. I am too scared 
to try. I do not want to cause an accident and I do not want to die. But 
now from this yoga I feel more connected to my legs and I understand 
left and right, everything is coordinating again in a way that is making me 
feel comfortable and a little bit confidence. I think I will start with these 
driving lessons. (Dima, informal conversation, 16.05.2018)  

 

Dima had manifested the bodily confidence that is required to drive through her new-

found bodily coordination in yoga. This had been developed by her repetitive bodily 

habits in yoga and, in line with Merleau-Ponty’s (1962) concept of the habit-body, 

Dima’s bodily habit was not merely mechanical as it was formulated by intention and 

meaning. This again highlights the range of temporalities and the vast complexity to 

lives lived in resettlement evident in the data. 

 

It is important to document the different ways the women, through ‘kinaesthetic 

sensing’ (Barbour, 2004), shaped their lives in resettlement because of the diminished 

view of them in studies on physical activities in refugee integration programmes 

(Spaaij et al., 2019). Their yoga experiences of movement, weight distribution, effort, 

temporality balance, and, importantly for Dima, the coordinated use of body parts 

clearly impacted on their lives lived in resettlement. The women steered their bodily 

skills developed in yoga to create new pathways between their bodies and their world 

and this was in line with my philosophical definition of yoga (Chapter 1) and 

anthropological and religious texts on movement (Eliade, 1958; Jackson, 1989). In 

doing so, the women ultimately started to create a homology between their body and 

their world. The work of art historian Parikh (2015), who uncovered a historical 

relationship between Islam and yoga, including an Islamic treatise that referred to a 
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yoga body as a microcosm of its wider universal macrocosm, bears obvious relevance 

here.  

 

The impact that yoga had on the women demonstrated that in movement there were 

transformations beyond the narrow horizons of the civic orientation programme. 

Through ‘kinaesthetic sensing’ (Barbour, 2004), it was clear that many of the women 

were not simply responding to yoga. Instead, they were using yoga not simply to make 

them healthy and employable as required by Swedish authorities, but as tool of their 

own making: to settle successfully on their own terms in their new lives in Sweden.  

This was evident in the myriad ways they adapted and integrated yoga into their 

everyday lives outside of the classes, demonstrating greater confidence and self-

possession. 

 

To conclude this section, my embodied analysis of yoga in a refugee integration 

programme, as told by the women themselves, adds another dimension to studies of 

physical activities in refugee integration programmes that align themselves with policy 

priorities of using sport for integration and wellbeing. Spaaij et al. (2019), in their meta-

analysis of such studies, note a tendency to use theoretical frameworks such as social 

capital and acculturation that ‘privilege cognitive perceptions’ over refugee and forced 

migrants’ ‘emotional and bodily experiences of sport and physical activity’. (2019, p. 

14). My focus on the body and its movements as a site of knowledge enabled me to 

include women’s experiences ‘on the move’ in forced migration and resettlement and 

showcase the agency they held in resettlement. 
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5.5 A sense of balance – lagom 

The staff in the civic orientation programme were, like me, also starting to notice this 

agency the women held in their bodies.  This reminded me of Vertinsky’s statement 

that ‘politics goes nowhere without movement’ (2012, p. 517). Next, I explore 

movement in yoga and in resettlement through the very Swedish concept of lagom (a 

sense of balance, both in oneself and in participation in Swedish society).  

 

I first encountered the concept of lagom in a supermarket shortly after arriving in 

Sweden. 

 

 

Figure 31. Lagom poster in supermarket during fieldwork 

Photo credit: researcher (original in colour) 

 

I noticed this poster (Figure 31) at the entrance of my supermarket. It was of a ‘typical’ 

Swedish man in lagom. His shopping bags were pulling down his shoulders, yet he 

remained perfectly poised, and was even smiling. I discovered that the concept of 
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living a life of balance permeated every aspect of Swedish life, including my shopping 

trip for treats. I headed for the chocolate aisle but could not find it, mainly because it 

seemed impossible to leave the endless cracker aisles (Figure 32) I came to learn that 

chocolate and treats were to be enjoyed, but only if it was Saturday. At all other times 

crackers were the chosen snack. Next I looked for wine, and quickly came to realise 

that, while alcohol was available, it was low-strength lager. Stronger alcohol is 

purchased by showing identification (regardless of age) in seldom-open, out-of-town 

off-licences.71 In other areas of my life there were constant reminders of lagom. When 

visiting the sauna, I could talk, but notices and women shhhh’ed me into whispering. In 

choosing clothing, a bright scarf was OK but a bright scarf and a hat was, as a Swedish 

friend informed me: ‘a bit much, a bit too Danish’72 (conversation on train to 

Copenhagen, 05.05.2018). Lagom was a key aspect of integrating into Swedish life, 

yet it was initially incredibly difficult to grasp because it is subtle, rarely explained and 

expressed somatically (e.g. with a disapproving stare and felt as an intangible 

awkwardness).  

 

                                            

71 There were often Saturday afternoon alcohol SOS calls on Swedish student Facebook 
groups as these out-of-town shops closed early on a Saturday. 
72 As Nigel Barley (2000) states in a humorous take on his anthropological work in Cameroon, 
perhaps the only universal in anthropology is not getting on with the country next door. 
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Figure 32. In search of ‘Saturday chocolates’ in an endless cracker bread aisle 

Photo credit: researcher (original in colour) 

 

Lagom felt unique to Sweden and, consequently, lagom was taught in yoga workshops 

and was often discussed in terms of the body, reflecting a focus of the civic orientation 

programme book (Chapter 1). Emma explained in her yogic eating workshop: 

 

The most important thing is movement. The body is like a vehicle, all 
system needs movement. Too much sugar and we lose the balance we 
were talking about. Bacteria’s in your intestine, you need to make them 
happy. To chew properly is good for your digestion. Not too fast. You 
then don’t get stressed because of good foundation and you can 
continue. (Emma, Yogic Eating Workshop for longer term unemployed, 
23.04.2018) 

 

While these comments demonstrated a synergy between yogic philosophy and the 

Swedish concept of lagom, I discovered how very alien it was initially to the refugee 

women. The women were being encouraged to approach yoga (and other activities in 

the civic orientation programme) in a balanced manner. Lagom underpinned the 

balanced and reciprocal relationship between the women and the civic orientation 

programme. The women were given the opportunity to attend this refugee integration 
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programme so they could move forward and fully integrate into Swedish life, in 

balance. If they did not reciprocate in the expected manner by full participation, there 

would be economic consequences.  

 

Many of the women found it really hard initially to attend the civic orientation 

programme and wanted to stay in bed, as Dima explained: ‘When a woman goes to 

the employment service and explains [that she has not been to yoga as] she has been 

in bed, they just directly send her to this yoga because they know it is going to do her 

good’ (Dima, interview, 23.04.2018). However, an unfortunate consequence of not 

attending any part of the civic orientation programme due to exhaustion, apathy or 

pain was the possibility of losing their financial support package. Karima, who had 

been a housewife in Syria, and was under Swedish psychiatrist care, on heavy 

medication and with many aches and pains, had to explain to the employment service 

that these were the reasons she was unable to attend yoga. Karima reflected:  

 

Yeah, I told them that. But, I have to do it [yoga] even if it is not a nice 
thing … At first I felt like someone is just blackmailing me. If you’re not 
going, we are going to cut your payments. (Karima, interview, 
25.05.2018).  

 

At this point, the interpreter, a forced migrant from Palestine who had also attended 

this civic orientation programme, jumped in: 

 

Yes, it is the same for all of us, even me. At first it is a shock for us. We 
have to do something, like in return to that salary, so at first when I came, 
I had to register at that employment place. And then they will say, ‘Yes, 
we will give you monthly salary, but you have to go to school [yoga]. And 
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you had to fill in a report. If you’re absent for one day it is going to be cut 
from your salary.’ (Interpreter, Karima’s interview, 25.05.2018) 

 

I asked Karima what would happen if her payments were stopped: Karima replied: ‘It 

was gonna be really hard for me, so I have to come to yoga … I have a daughter and 

she needs lots of things’ (Karima, interview, 25.05.2018). 

 

In fear of losing financial support, many of the women attended yoga but did not feel 

ready to do so, often because of the pain they were in. This pain was obvious to the 

civic orientation staff when the women had to complete the paperwork confirming their 

yoga attendance. Sa’adia explained: ‘I couldn’t even, like [Sa’adia then demonstrated 

that she could not even lift a pen]. I used to cry from the pain. I used to have pain a lot 

and the pain was continuous because of the cramps’ (Sa’adia, interview, 23.04.2018). 

 

I soon became aware that difficulty getting out of bed was the norm rather than the 

exception. Sa’adia just wanted to stay in bed after arriving in Sweden. Sa’adia 

explained: 

 

Before, when I had my back pain, I wasn’t so fine with life because I hate 
myself because of this pain, which affects my home. I don’t like to buy 
anything new. I don’t like to go to friends or just have a good time. I feel 
so down because of this pain. (Sa’adia, interview, 23.04.2018) 

 

Many of the women therefore forced themselves to attend yoga in states of 

considerable pain or exhaustion. This reluctance to get out of bed was not a challenge 

to the civic orientation programme, in line with studies of forced migrants who 
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challenged their living conditions through corporeal protests such as lip sewing (Rajan, 

2013) and hunger strikes (McGregor, 2011). For many, their initial reluctance to leave 

their bed was directly related to recent traumatic experiences of living in a new 

environment and having fled from a war-torn country. Assel, who was in her 20s and 

from a large family, yet arrived in Sweden alone, was very keen to study, having left 

school at early age due to the war. She explained:  

 

There are many memories and images in my mind about what I suffered 
from in the war. Before wherever I went, I can see the bad influence of 
the war in my mind. No focusing, no good thinking, no ability to sleep, 
with bad dreams. (Assel, interview, 13.05.2018) 

 

Sometimes, though, the pain was rooted in the women’s lifestyles before the war in 

Syria. Sa’adia wearily explained: 

 

It is like accumulations. Old ones. I am so tired from years and I don’t 
feel it. Then, when I just sit and relax, old stuff just appears in your face, 
as if I am 100 years old. Once I came here to Sweden, I had nothing to 
do. I just relaxed, so everything just came out. Then pain came, I couldn’t 
move for months. 

Before coming to Sweden, quite a long time ago, I got married when I 
was a kid. I was too young. Then, I got pregnant every year and I work 
on the land and in farming and that’s why I didn’t go to school. I wasn’t 
like an employee in an office or something. No sitting, no relaxing. It is 
just working the whole time [even while pregnant]. I have seven kids and 
worked while pregnant … They have 10 grandchildren. I am almost 50 
years. (Sa’adia, interview, 23.04.2018) 

 

Not being able to get out of bed was a response to the many horrors of war, and the 

shock of arriving and starting over in an unfamiliar country and language. It was far 

more complex that a corporeal protest. Consequently, such personal and multifaceted 
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emotions that held them to their beds were impossible, for the women to describe in 

words.  

 

Being unable to move due to pain (emotional, physical or mental) held in their bodies 

meant the women were not in lagom with the civic orientation program’s drive to mould 

them into productive 9 to 5 economic citizens (and vice versa). These financial 

expectations remained hidden within the seemingly choice-based rhetoric and 

principle of TCTSY courses. This reminded me to think critically about the gendered 

body and its entanglements with the world (Section 2.2; Subsection 2.12.2; Barbour, 

2018). Revealing how the women failed to experience lagom in a refugee integration 

program sheds light on how capitalist discourses overrode human rights to swiftly gain 

new vitality in this resettlement context.  

 

5.5.1 Pain, immobility and lagom 

While the civic orientation programme had recognised migrants (limited) right to 

resettlement, it nonetheless followed a gendered and essentialised trajectory of what 

the women needed to do (Collison & De Martini Ugolotti, 2022). This trajectory 

reinforced the normative and gendered narrative that this chapter will dismantle. That 

said, it is important to recognise that most female forced migrants were exposed to 

violence during war and forced migration (Canning, 2017, 2019; Freedman, 2016; 

Lamb, 2020) and that trauma held in the body is revealed over a lifetime (van der Kolk, 

2014) and certainly not in the time-limited setting of a civic orientation programme. 

There is, nevertheless, an assumption that trauma and pain is inherent to an 

essentialised ‘refugee experience’ (Malkki, 1995, p. 508) and that the female forced 
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migrant represents a ‘bare humanity’ in dire need of being rescued and protected 

(Malkki, 1995). Humanitarian aid programmes depend on this established rhetoric 

(Nyers, 2013) and yet, as Vertinsky and Weedon note, bodies are ‘generative, vital, 

lived and living, felt and feeling’ (2017, p. 21). Next, I explore the women’s aches and 

pains in yoga to generate a more complex and multifaceted understanding of their 

lives than the gendered trajectory of the civic orientation programme. 

 

The yoga facilitators and I observed pain easily during yoga as in Sweden, unlike in 

Sham, it was very difficult to access pain relief. Sa’adia shared: ‘When I had this back 

ache, I used to go the doctor and doctors here in Sweden, don’t give you medicine 

easily. Back in Syria, if you have a pain in the back, they will prescribe you directly’ 

(Sa’adia, interview, 23.04.2018). Aisha explained that in Syria when she was in pain 

she visited her local pharmacy, and a health professional would inject pain relief into 

her back. When I went with Assel, who was contorted with severe back pain, to the 

hospital I was surprised because, as an English national, I expected Assel would be 

hospitalised. Instead, she was not even given any prescribed pain relief and simply 

told to keep moving and, if necessary, take some over-the-counter anti-

inflammatories.  

 

Consequently, in the yoga classes, I quickly became aware of just how many injuries 

the women had. Some seemed very serious (back, neck and arm injuries). I noticed 

that Sa’adia never moved her neck from left to right and always looked slightly 

downwards. This gaze, made it almost impossible to balance in asanas such as tree 

pose (Figure 22). Sa’adia’s shoulders seemed so tense they almost touched her ears, 
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and acted like a cushion for her tender neck. I motioned to ask Sa’adia what was 

wrong with her neck and she came over and moved her neck really slowly and we 

could hear it clicking. This really did not sound right.  

 

It became obvious to me that pain was a constant companion to the women in yoga, 

as evidenced by how they moved. Most of the women mentioned that their pain was 

related to war and forced migration and, as Haya said: ‘War had a very negative 

impact on our bodies’ and: ‘Sometimes we feel as our bodies are very fragile, like 

cheap plastic toys, that are breaking easy’ (Haya, interview, 24.05.2018). Nour 

recalled how before leaving her beloved Syria she was ‘gasping for air’ and held a 

‘heavy weight in my shoulders’, often in response to lingering glances by armed 

guards at checkpoints (Nour, informal conversation, 17.04.2018) (Collison & De 

Martini Ugolotti, 2022). Karima succinctly summed up how most of the women 

expressed a sense of heaviness burrowed between the shoulder blades, creating an 

impression that their bodies were at the same time fragile and rigid: ‘I always have 

shoulder aches and backache. I felt like something [is] over my head all the time’ 

(Karima, interview, 25.05.2018). Consequently, the women often chatted about their 

bodily aches during and after yoga and many of the women did directly ‘yoke’ their 

somatic issues to their war experiences. The fact that war and trauma are held in the 

body manifested during yoga and became visible to others and not just felt by the 

person suffering. 

 

For these women, the effects of forced migrations were often intertwined with more 

relatable sources of sadness. Kamar, after decades of waiting in a refugee camp in 
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Syria, had just been resettled in Sweden with her husband, who had sadly just passed 

away. She shared between uncontrollable tears: ‘I am living a very hard time because 

of the loss of my husband. And I want to be more relaxed and less stressed. We have 

been living with each other for 50 years’ (Kamar, interview, 30.04.2018). Karima also 

expressed a great sadness as she had been separated from her daughter during exile 

and, due to forced migrant visa restrictions, was unable to attend her daughter’s 

marriage, which had arranged by her family and was to be a huge family gathering. 

She lamented: ‘I want to visit her. How will I … to be able to see her again?’ (Karima, 

interview, 25.05.2018). A tearful Amira had made the difficult decision to leave her son 

in Turkey, as she was pregnant with her new partner’s baby. She shared: ‘Sometimes 

I want to cry. I miss my son. He is not here. He is in Turkey. Yeah, with his father, My 

ex-husband’ (Amira, interview, 26.04.2018). Nour simply stated: ‘I have gone through 

a lot, I lost a lot of friends and my whole work [a massage business for embassies and 

five-star hotels in Damascus]’ (Nour, interview, 09.05.2018). This highlights very 

relatable and human experiences, which are both shared but unique and individual, 

that resulting from war and forced migration. Such seldom told stories provide a 

welcome contrast to the idea of the faceless mass on the move that this chapter aims 

to critique. 

 

It is important to note, however, that the women’s emotional and embodied 

experiences were not always evidence of war-related displacement and suffering 

(Fassin & d’Halluin, 2005). Sometimes the daily humdrum lives lived in Sham countries 

before the tensions of war(s) were also the root of pain. Reem stated that the 

heaviness felt in her shoulders and her aching, creaking back related to heavy 
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domestic work, especially when ‘cooking the Syrian breakfast, taking me hours’ 

(Reem, interview, 26.04.2018). Yara referred to ‘a very serious car crash, not related 

to war but being silly youth’ (Yara, informal conversation, 25.05.2018). Assel 

explained: ‘I had an accident. That's why I have pain in my shoulders’ (Assel, interview, 

13.05.2018). When I was finally able to speak with Sa’adia in her interview, she 

informed me that her neck pain was nothing to do with war and instead related to a 

difficult childbirth (Sa’adia, interview, 23.04.2018). Sa’adia elaborated: 

 

The bones and my neck are like very painful. Eight years ago when I had 
my baby, my daughter, I had a C-section. So maybe they did something 
there I don’t know what, because I woke up I was dizzy and had a bad 
pain. Okay, but I didn't really care about the injury back then. Few years 
ago I felt like, okay this is serious, like I can’t do every, I am not able to 
do all the movements now like to go down, to bend or something. 
(Sa’adia, interview, 23.04.2018) 

 

Initially, many of the women did respond sharply and negatively to sensations of pain 

during yoga practice. I noticed a change in their breathing (fast and shallow in the 

chest). This breathing was often accompanied by wheezing, red faces, bulging eyes 

and audible expressions – soft moans and groans and short, high-pitched intakes of 

air – of pain. Many of the 50 plus women called out to Allah to protect them. Numerous 

and sudden exclamations of elaama (blind), W dareeb (a hit) and ouley (what the hell) 

and the occasional almost inaudible khara, which Lina, one of the interpreters, 

informed me were ‘lady-like swear words as swearing is haram’, except for khara 

which is a swear word and was rare as ‘normally in our culture women’s are less than 

man in using such as bad mouth’ (Lina, WhatsApp conversation, 01.05.2018). In the 

initial yoga classes, the women continued to move despite their pain. They were still 
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very new to Sweden and the Swedish language and thus unable to interpret the 

choice-based aspect of TCTSY, which was so unlike other activities in the Civic 

orientation program. Consequently, their attempts to mimic their teacher resulted in 

exclamations of pain, as if participating was yet another instance of forced movement 

in their journeys towards resettlement.   

 

The women also recognised that pain felt in yoga was not just physical; it was often 

multifaceted, complex and difficult to define. Aya explained this further by explaining 

how her job in Damascus gave her health problems, which were linked to her forgetting 

to breathe in the Swedish yoga courses:  

 

In my [former job in Syria] it was very sensitive during some times in the 
year. [When] I was in this season, I’m sitting and working on front of 
computer … for 18 hours to enter the data. My work was related to the 
high school exams in Syria. So the high school exams happening on the 
same time for everybody and I have to enter the marks of them and that 
happened in very short periods. It is like one month … without weekends.  

Of course, my health problem was making the thing worse. There was a 
lot of responsibility on my shoulders because I have to copy the marks 
from the paper to the computer and if I messed up … the teenager who 
take the exam, I will destroy him … Because of this stress, I doesn’t know 
how to breathe. Sometimes I forget to breathe. Suddenly, [in yoga, 
months later] I see myself holding the breath. (Aya, interview, 
24.05.2018)  

 

Aya and some of the other women’s long-term relationships with pain and trauma 

reminded me of how inappropriate it was to squeeze such complexity into one of the 

countless income-driven, before-and-after binaries of the many before and afters’ 

(broken–fixed, in lagom–out of sync with self and society) characteristic of refugee 

integration programs. Moreso, as women, they are the cultural carriers of emotion in 
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very male-dominated (Muslim) societies, and so experience pain and trauma held not 

only in their bodies but also held in the collective body.  

 

The women’s pain and trauma moved and hid in the corners of their bodies, often 

resurfacing in unexpected and intangible ways in yoga. I would argue, therefore, that 

their experiences can never be moulded into quantifiable trajectories that 

humanitarian aid programs need to demonstrate success. Nor can such experiences 

feed into existing individualistic health trajectories in (mainly quantitative) yoga and 

refugee integration program studies.  

 

Therefore, this is why I chose a qualitative approach. It was never my intention to 

document how yoga led to a reduction in pain over time, because it is illogical, 

unethical and impossible to fit such complex ways of being (Section 2.12.2) into a 

particular framework (hooks 1987). But rather to document the relation of pain to 

settlement and everyday life in Sweden for recently arrived asylum seekers. My 

qualitative approach enabled me to capture a fuller appreciation of lives lived in 

resettlement, and to move women’s lived experiences beyond the narrow frame of 

moving towards better health and employability. 

 

Exploring pain and forced (im)mobility was another embodied domain through which 

the women addressed in their terms, other contingencies in their lives, and they 

sometimes did so, in positive ways. Such domains, however, often remain hidden 

when pain in women’s bodies is linked solely to the trauma of forced migration. 

Exploring these domains has revealed a complexity to women’s histories and 
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trajectories that merged with issues of resettlement, as well as with future ambitions 

and aspirations (see Collison & De Martini Ugolotti, 2022). 

 

5.5.2 Swedish resettlement interventions 

The lack of mobility resulting from the pain the women held in their bodies led to an 

assumption that the women were out of sync with the expectations of the civic 

orientation programme (or vice versa). This programme had placed the onus on the 

women to ‘responsibilise’ (Uehling, 2015) and find their own sense of balance, that is 

as mentioned earlier (Section 1.1) in the civic orientation book, to ‘be active, eat good 

food and sleep enough’ as this will help ‘your body to cope with stress’ (Severinsson 

and Sandahl, 2017, p. 192). Next, I explore two Swedish interventions (medical and 

accommodation) that altered their sense of balance and ability to move forward in 

resettlement. First, I explore the impact that medical intervention had on the women’s 

sense of balance in resettlement. 

 

It is important to acknowledge the context in which yoga was taught (Section 1.1) as 

the Swedish civic orientation programme is one of the few refugee integration 

programmes to acknowledge an intrinsic link between physical and mental wellbeing. 

As a reminder, the book accompanying the civic orientation programme notes: 

 

One sign of stress is that you are sleeping badly and feel sad. You may 
also have difficulty concentrating, a poor memory and problems with your 
stomach, headaches or pain in other parts of your body. If you are active, 
eat good food and sleep enough, this helps your body to cope with 
stress. (Severinsson and Sandahl, 2017, p. 192) 
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Many of the women had been prescribed medication and talking therapies (both of 

which are a prerequisite to attend a TCTSY course) to get them moving more. Dima 

shared that she felt her therapy sessions made her feel worse and unable to leave her 

accommodation. Dima shared:  

 

I went to a psychiatrist to get certain sessions to be well. The psychiatrist 
didn’t really help. He made me remember all the things that happened 
with me. Things that I thought I was over but I realised that I was still a 
prisoner of those thoughts. I always thought of herself as a strong woman 
after this, a crisis you could call it, I felt like a baby and roles were 
reversed. They [Dima’s 2 children who are both abroad, each in different 
countries] see me as the baby and my kids are the Mum. Then I start 
crying a lot. I want my babies I want my babies. But they weren’t there 
for her. (Dima, interview, 06.04.2018) 

 

Banah shared that the medication exacerbated her feelings of apathy and inertia:  

 

Yes. Because I was tired and stuff, and these pills did nothing for me. I 
only take the pills and fall asleep, and then wake up and fall asleep again. 
It was so horrible because I used to feel lazy and I don’t want to do 
anything, it is only sleeping, and I feel tired the whole time. (Banah, 
interview, 23.04.2018) 

 

For some (not all) of the women, medical interventions resulted in further feelings of 

being stuck and further difficulties maintaining a sense of lagom with the civic 

orientation programme’s expectations. 

 

The second Swedish intervention which impacted on the women’s mobility was their 

accommodation. The women were accommodated in an estate with a reputation for 

violence, drugs and assaults. The women shared many accounts of tensions running 
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high, unsociable or threatening behaviour and insecure accommodation, and this 

impacted on how freely the women negotiated their days in Sweden.  

 

The accommodation was a long way from the city centre where the civic orientation 

course and most employment opportunities were. Most took several buses to get to 

the civic orientation programme. Kamar, at 63, had recently lost her husband of 50 

years, shortly after they were resettled in Sweden, following a decades-long 

displacement. She was first displaced from Iraq during the war in the early 1990s, then 

displaced again from their refugee camp in Syria to Sweden, after war broke out in 

Syria. Kamar shared: ‘I take a walk every day for two hours and, uh – Okay I could 

take the bus, but I don't want to [due to high cost]’ (Kamar, interview, 30.04.2018).  

 

How the women were perceived by the Swedish police and potential employers in 

Sweden also impacted on their ability to move freely and attend appointments in good 

time. Many of the women informed me that their ‘notorious’ address was a reason 

employers would not hire them. One of the interpreters, Leila, disclosed that the real 

reason she was late or even missed our interpreter jobs was not due to, as she 

previously joked, her ‘Arab time keeping’. Instead she was often stopped by the police, 

for up to 20 minutes, while they checked her identity papers, as: ‘I look like a typical 

Arab, don’t I?’ This reminded me of hooks’ earlier point that only ‘the person who is 

most powerful has the privilege of denying their body’ (1994, p.137). 

 

These Swedish interventions led to many women feeling trapped further into a sense 

of inertia, often compounded by a diagnosis of PTSD by Swedish psychiatrists. 
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Reminded that PTSD (Section 2.5.1), is one of the few psychiatric (dis)orders defined 

by its causes and not solely rooted in behavioural symptomology (Khan, 2016b). PTSD 

was originally called (though it has a longer trajectory dating to the first world war and 

diagnoses of battle fatigue, war neurosis, shell shock etc (Fassin and Rechtman, 

2009). 

 

DaCostas Syndrome, named for the doctor who published about the 
troubling symptoms he was seeing in soldiers from both sides of battle. 
They suffered shortness of breath, rapid pulse, and fatigue during times 
of stress, and especially when recalling certain aspects of battle. 
(Vietnam Veterans Memorial Fund, n.d.) 

 

With this war history it is perhaps no surprise that forced migrants fleeing wars were 

given a diagnosis of PTSD in Sweden. 

 

This diagnosis reminded me of an earlier mentioned medical diagnosis defined by its 

cause (Section 2.5.1), given to asylum-seeking children in Sweden, known as 

Uppgivenhetssyndrom (resignation syndrome). This is a biological expression of 

trauma related to the long processing times of family asylum claims that manifests as 

a coma-like state and, as medical doctor Hultcrantz (2022) states: ‘causes children to 

stop walking, talking and eating. They assume a coma-like state’. 

 

It could be argued that PTSD and resignation syndrome both pathologise normal 

distress. Resignation syndrome recognises that such distress can also be caused by 

insecure accommodation and long wait times of asylum claims in Sweden. In contrast 

the civic orientation programme had firmly positioned trauma as coming from beyond 
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state borders and did not recognise that it could also be rooted in persisting social and 

economic inequalities created by unjust systems in resettlement.  

 

This focus on women to rebalance and ‘responsibilise’ (Uehling, 2015) in resettlement 

is problematic, as it shifts the focus away from legal protection and human rights and 

puts the onus on each woman to work on herself (Section 2.12.3). It means that the 

wider political domains that perpetuate harmful practices for women in forced 

migration (Canning, 2017, 2019; Freedman, 2016; Lamb, 2020) continue, yet remain 

hidden in resettlement (Collison & De Martini Ugolotti, 2022). This is consistent with 

other studies that demonstrate how systems and procedures in resettlement often 

cause further harm (Santana de Andrade, 2020; Lewis, 2010; De Martini Ugolotti, 

2020).  

 

In this section, I have shown, through an analysis of lagom, that the trauma of forced 

migration continued in resettlement for participants. Seemingly well-intended 

interventions such as psychiatric care were not always appropriate and sometimes 

caused harm to women trying to find a sense of balance in resettlement. 

 

5.5.3 Too much movement 

Lagom means a sense of balance, but at times the scales were tipped in the opposite 

direction. The women were perceived to be out of sync because they moved too fast 

and in unexpected ways. This challenged the civic orientation programme staff’s idea 

of the women as disempowered and lacking. Next, I explore the impact when female 

forced migrants, like their male counterparts, were perceived to be a risk to host 
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societies (Ghorashi (2021), and thus proprietors of agency in resettlement. I explore 

this in two ways. Firstly, I consider the reciprocal relationship between attending yoga 

and financial support. And then I discuss the negative labelling of too much energy in 

yoga by the yoga facilitators and civic orientation programme staff as ‘nervousness’. 

 

Because there was a reciprocal relationship between attending yoga and financial 

support, I was surprised that this relationship was managed by the civic orientation 

programme staff. The Swedish government had access to the women’s bank 

accounts, and monitored how the women chose to spend their limited financial support 

package. Aisha, a former movie actress, always bought her clothes from expensive 

department stores ‘back home’, and when faced with a freezing winter in Sweden took 

heed of the oft-quoted Scandinavian maxim that ‘there is no such thing as bad 

weather, only bad clothing’. She recollected: 

 

I literally have never been so cold in my entire life in this country, so I 
was told that I am only cold because I don’t have a good quality coat and 
so I brought a literally, the warmest coat I could find! Then a few weeks 
later I got a phone call and they [civic orientation staff] ask why did I buy 
my coat from an expensive department store. And then they advised me 
that next time I should go to this store as it’s much cheaper and more in 
line with my allowance. (Aisha, informal conversation, 23.04.2018) 

 

Amira shared:  

 

Yeah, when my friend’s husband brought a car, the staff saw his car in 
the driveway and reported him. The staff came to his house and say how 
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can you afford this car, you have this amount of money73 in your bank 
account and this car is costing this much to run. So how can you afford 
the car and the petrol for it, while you are not working? (Amira, informal 
conversation, 09.05.2018) 

 

Amira’s friend felt this was a good decision as it enabled her to travel with her husband 

and this was much quicker than her current two-bus journey from her out-of-town 

accommodation to potential employers. It also gave her confidence as she felt unsafe 

using buses because she had a driver in Syria who took her to appointments door to 

door. Furthermore, she found, like several of the women, that her reduced travel 

circumstances were ‘too embarrassing’ (Amira, informal conversation, 09.05.2018).  

 

In yoga too, if the women were out of sync with Swedish expectations of lagom, they 

were told to slow down, and into the correct pace of moving towards integration. It was 

communicated to the women that they were displaying too much motion (physical or 

emotional) and this was termed by the Swedish civic orientation programme staff as 

‘nervousness’. Mariam explained: ‘When we are feeling angry or stressed, they will 

say it to me just, yeah. [That we have this nervousness] and we have to think about 

somewhere [else] to just freshen our mind’ (Mariam, interview, 04.06.2018). 

 

One time, Yara, who was in her 20s and due to her marriage choice was no longer in 

contact with any of her family, arrived at yoga in floods of tears. She was bustled out 

and quickly told that she was exhibiting ‘nervousness’. I was surprised Yara was upset 

                                            

73 I was told that in Sweden the Government has potential access to bank accounts and as 
everything is bought via swish (mobile payment system) it’s easy to track money. 
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as the previous day she told us that after a long wait she had been given permanent 

accommodation, which is usually a cause for celebration. When we spoke later, Yara 

shared that she had to give up her cat because she was not allowed to turn down the 

accommodation without ‘good’ reason.74 Yara was inconsolable and cried constantly 

for a week, yet attended all the civic orientation programme activities.  

 

Over time, I observed that ‘nervousness’ in the yoga studio, included crying, shaking, 

talking too loudly in the yoga studio and disturbing the massage treatments, 75 using 

mobile phones in the yoga studio (in the quiet chill-out communal areas and the yoga 

classes), arriving smelling of cigarettes, being angry, giggling, or a shortness of breath 

(loud, shallow breathing usually due to running to class to not get a late mark) and 

generally disrupting the ambience and serenity of the yoga space. 

 

Since it seemed a catch-all phase directed at the women, I wondered if I had grasped 

the ‘conceptual equivalent’ (Williamson et al., 2011) of ‘nervousness’. I checked with 

Lely and was told that the women were trying to get rid of their ‘nervousness’ and 

become more lagom. To Lely a person in lagom should be:  

 

A balanced person. Like I am not really chaotic and you do things in a 
very random way. So, I am just very focused, I know what I want, I go do 
what I want. Uh, I am this kind of person. I am very organised – and I 

                                            

74 Yara had to give her cat up as otherwise her accommodation would be cancelled. Four 
years on, a photo of her cat is still in her profile picture on Facebook and WhatsApp, 
highlighting the emotional turmoil that moving towards a (re)settled future in Sweden caused. 
 
75 The treatment rooms were off the communal areas separate by a curtain, as opposed to a 
door, indicating that the communal yoga space was usually a very quiet and calm area even 
if it was full of yoga participants. 
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don’t like weak people; I like strong people. That’s why I always tries to, 
gain back my strength – so I will be able to move on.  

 

To Lely this meant: ‘I will become able to just manage my thoughts and manage my 

daily life, in a good way and then I will become a very balanced person’ (Lely, 

interview, 04.06.2018). 

 

In sum, while the gendered impact of forced migration was recognised by the civic 

orientation staff in referring women and not men to yoga, this was left behind by the 

individual therapeutic focus of the yoga courses, which focused on each woman 

finding an appropriate (read Swedish) sense of balance in resettlement. The women 

experienced movement as a measured political fix, and so were unable to find their 

own sense of balance and rhythm, as per the original intention of TCTSY (Emerson & 

Hopper, 2011).  

 

Power formations were subtle and hidden in lagom. The yoga facilitators and staff in 

the civic orientation programme’s gaze ensured that balance seen through lagom was 

a one-way process. The women were expected to responsibilise (Uehling, 2015) and 

integrate into ‘Swedish society’. They held no power to tip the scales against this 

particular gaze by how they chose to move in yoga and resettlement. Due to the power 

dynamics that had positioned the women as lacking, they were given no agency to 

apply their interpretation of lagom and adapt it to suit their resettlement needs. This is 

because their (im)mobility had been individualised, pathologised, scrutinised and 

curtailed in resettlement. Together with their trauma or PTSD diagnosis this positioned 

the women, as Khan notes in her critique of humanitarianism, ‘in a condition of 
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permanent transition to peace, self-governance, historical consequence, and full 

humanity’ (Khan, 2016a, p. 94). As other UK and French studies suggest (Fassin 

2001; Zylinska, 2004), this meant that the women remained on the outside of the 

Swedish healthy body politic and will remain ‘unsettled outsiders’ (Samie, 2017 p.44). 

 

5.6 Conclusion(s) 

The aim of this chapter was to interrogate and destabilise essentialising narratives of 

Middle Eastern Muslim refugee women, and attend to the politics that lead to the 

disparity between the women’s yoga experiences captured in Chapter 4 and how such 

experiences were framed within the refugee integration programme.  

 

This chapter has shown that the political undercurrents to refugee integration 

programmes reflect patriarchal and Islamophobic epistemologies. The intersections of 

being Muslim (Abu-Lughod, 2002; Fiddian-Qasmiyeh, 2014; Samie, 2017), a refugee 

(Pittaway & Pittaway, 2004) and a woman (Hargreaves, 1987; hooks,1987) 

compounded together (Pittaway & Pittaway, 2004) to ensure that, through the ‘double 

burden’ of the civic orientation programme, women were ignored, overlooked and 

trivialised in yoga. 

 

Applying Purser’s (2018) analogy of movement, the women were thinking in (rather 

than reflecting on) how they moved in yoga, revealing that a universal and polarising 

metanarrative had been imposed on a wide variety of women. To appreciate such 

diversity of women ‘on the move’ in yoga, however, required an acknowledgement of 

the subtle intersecting power structures of racism, Islamophobia and patriarchy 
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silences and flattens experiences that do not match the rhetoric of the disempowered 

refugee woman. I exposed these hidden silences that restricted the women’s ability to 

move forward in resettlement through an exploration of lagom. In doing so, I have 

demonstrated that harmful practices for women continue in Sweden and these are 

hidden and hinder the women’s ability to move forward. 

 

Investigating movement and pain in yoga offered an unusual embodied domain 

through which the women addressed other contingencies in their lives on their own 

terms. Exploring what is held in yoga’s movements provided me with an opportunity 

to deconstruct power dynamics and contribute to a growing body of studies that note 

a disjuncture between policy categories and the lived experiences of those ‘on the 

move’ in forced migration (Crawley & Skleparis, 2017). 

 

In sum, the women’s experiences of yoga present another meaningful entry point to 

address the everyday lives, practices and negotiations of people seeking asylum 

(Khan, 2013, 2020; De Martini Ugolotti & Caudwell, 2022). This appreciation has 

complicated the current one-dimensional understanding of women on the move in 

yoga and forced migration contexts, which was the aim of this chapter. In the next and 

final findings chapter, I explore what being together in yoga meant to the women.  
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Chapter 6 

Interconnected ways of being in yoga 

Chapter 5 highlighted that the civic orientation programme’s drive to improve forced 

migrants’ health and employability implicitly silences lived experiences of yoga beyond 

the policy category of a forced migrant. Such silences are usually due to a lack of 

attention to gender (Canning, 2017, 2019); however, in this instance gender was 

recognised yet resulted in a stereotypical and rigid definition of vulnerability (Doná, 

2007; Pittaway & Pittaway, 2004). I was not expecting the women to respond in a 

dramatic way to these subtle power dynamics because, after all, they are moving 

together in a compulsory yoga programme to ensure their financial support and 

accommodation. Instead, it was the collective movement itself that provided a counter-

narrative to the positioning of the female forced migrant as beholden to their broken 

bodies, as Ghorashi (2021) mentioned, being ‘at risk’ and so without agency.  

 

The aim of this chapter then is to analyse the group dynamic to yoga and thus shift 

the focus away from the individualistic, rigid, and narrow policy definition that 

positioned each woman as lacking. Focusing on yoga as a remedy for a female forced 

migrant frames social tensions as coming from beyond Swedish borders, even though, 

as Chapter 5 has shown, such tensions are in part created and maintained by 

persisting social and economic inequalities in resettlement.  

 

I thus intend to uncover what is often overlooked in the individual focus on trauma, 

acculturation, stress, and self-reliance in physical activities in refugee integration 
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programmes by exploring how the women together appropriated yoga to meet their 

needs in resettlement. In doing so, I muddle this framing of each individual woman as 

a carrier of trauma, pain and social tensions and offer a more interconnected 

understanding of lives lived in resettlement. First, in Section 6.2 I establish the 

importance the women placed on being sociable in yoga. Then in Section 6.3 I turn to 

how the women leaned into a sense of comfort in yoga through the use of yoga props 

(intended to enhance performance). In Section 6.4 I capture the impact that 

Islamophobia had on the women’s lives in resettlement, which further explains why 

being together in yoga was so important. Next, I analyse the complexity of defining 

women-only and mixed-sex spaces (Section 6.5) before exploring how this group of 

women maintained yoga as halal through ritual and the management of ‘energy’ 

(Section 6.6).  

 

6.1 Affective vignette: Ranim 

Ranim, opens this chapter by exploring the complexity of being together, yet very 

much apart in the yoga classes which is a seldom analysed aspect of yoga courses, 

as noted in yoga studies (Nevrin, 2008; Wildcroft, 2018). As a farm worker in her 

previous life in Syria, physical activity had always been a part of Ranim’s everyday 

life. Consequently, she had initially seen little purpose in the yoga classes or in any 

other kind of sport on the Swedish civic orientation programme.  

 

By the end of the programme, however, Ranim had grown to love yoga and recognise 

it as a form of relaxation and self-care:  



 

291 

 

Before I used to like bring everything with me to the class and I always 
feels stressed and not so relaxed, but then a woman told me that, be 
selfish just for once. And that I should have an hour for my own. Just go 
and have fun and do something I like and forget about everything. So, 
now yoga is like one hour for me. I forget about everything and I try to be 
so calm and so relaxed, and peaceful. Yeah, so I just, uh, think that, okay 
this is my time … Okay, I need to relax, and I just let go. (Ranim, 
interview, 30.04.2018) 

 
I used to keep my mobile next to me, first couple of classes, and I was 
always like, looking in the phone and like, if somebody called me. And 
then I’m like, ‘What am I doing?’ Like, ‘I need to focus more on myself. I 
just forget about the mobile and whatever happens, just let it happen.’ I 
just let go. It is wrong to keep your mobile next to you when you are doing 
yoga. 

 

Learning to attain ‘peaceful embodiment’ (Rhodes, 2015) through her yoga practice,  

Ranim increasingly noticed aspects of the classes that disrupted her ability to focus 

and relax.  

Sometimes, the place is not so clean, so we find like dust … It should 
be more neat and clean because this is supposed to be a place that I 
can just feel comfortable or more relaxed. There should be some 
scented things and flowers. Yeah, something natural from the nature, 
maybe some oils or something not so strong. Okay, lavender. It is a 
romantic time when you’re at the yoga class. The mats are a bit smelly 
too. They should be so clean. Yeah, because I have pain in my neck, 
so I should put it [another mat] underneath my mat, but I am not gonna 
too [because the mats smell]. 

 

And in particular, Ranim became annoyed when: 

 

People start talking to each other. Like sometimes okay you laugh, it is 
fine you laugh once, maybe something happened that makes you 
laugh. But like, having conversations in the yoga classes is not nice 
because you just, it affects when you’re focusing… It is supposed to 
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be our time for ourselves to feel better, to feel more relaxed, more 
peaceful, more calm.  

So when the teacher says okay, just lie down and relax a bit, they start 
doing some conversations with another, like whispering and this is not 
relaxing for meditation … People are not getting like the benefit of this 
yoga class because it is just an hour, just respect this place, just be 
quiet for an hour to be relaxed. (Ranim, interview, 23.04.2018) 

 

Ranim revealed that the complex and active balance required to improve wellbeing or 

‘peaceful embodiment’ (Rhodes, 2015) in yoga was sought and achieved together as 

a group. The group dynamic found in yoga is the focus of this chapter.  

 

6.2 Muslim women being sociable in yoga 

Yoga is an unusual group activity as, while it is practised alone, it is almost always 

practised in a group setting. There is consensus in yoga studies that participants 

primarily attend yoga classes to enjoy the uncomplicated social interaction that being 

together in a yoga brings (Wildcroft, 2018). In light of the dearth of yoga studies 

focused on the group dynamic in yoga classes (Nevrin, 2008), I now explore how the 

women came to experience yoga together. 

 

Most of the women looked forward to the simple pleasure of being together in yoga 

because many had arrived alone and into a particularly cold, harsh and dark Swedish 

winter. Farah was previously the head of an all-girls school that ‘religious 

fundamentalists’ burnt down and, when they tried to set light to her home, she fled. 

Farah shared:  
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The Swedish people can’t understand me, they can’t talk to me … The 
early days I didn’t know a single word of Swedish. It makes me more 
depressed. I just came here and landed here. It was December and snow 
and cold … It make me depressed because the dark comes early. 
(Farah, interview, 13.05.2018) 

 

It was especially difficult for many of the women to find their feet in a country and 

language that was so new to them. It was therefore important to recognise the rare 

opportunity yoga afforded them to be together in a women-only space, where Sham 

hijabi women who spoke Arabic were in the majority. Farah shared:  

 

The very first day I was so excited. I was running to the yoga class. I just 
want to see the people then. Now I am happy. I am just happy to see the 
other ladies [from my culture]. I’m just sitting there and talking about – 
we’re just talking about the culture, about the yoga. (Farah, interview, 
13.05.2018) 

 

Many, like Reem and Nour, became ‘fast and best friends’. Kamar shared: ‘The ladies 

are so nice. Yeah, they are more like friends to me’ (Kamar, interview, 30.04.2018). 

While using yoga to socialise and make new friends was in line with current 

understandings of participants’ motivation to attend yoga (Wildcroft, 2018), it was 

especially poignant as the women were forced migrants in a country that was new to 

them.  

 

The women’s focus on being social in yoga was enhanced by the communal yoga 

areas, with their comfy sofas and complimentary tea urns (Figure 3). This was in stark 

contrast to the multi-occupancy accommodation most of the women (initially) lived in. 

I cycled past this gloomy accommodation daily and often bumped into Dima who lived 
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opposite it. One time, Dima explained that she had to leave this accommodation as it 

was full of men, with no areas to relax (as the kitchen was off bounds) and make ‘new 

woman friends’ (Dima, informal conversation, 16.04.2018). Another time, I bumped 

into Amira, who lived in similar accommodation for one and a half years. Amira stated 

that in her accommodation the communal areas had strip lighting which floodlit any 

potential cosy corners and stuck-down plastic chairs (so people did not throw them at 

each other). Amira explained that this accommodation was often tense as newly 

arrived asylum seekers were sometimes part of the Syrian regime, many had fled 

because the regime used forced migration routes to continue to terrorise those ‘that 

got away’ in resettlement (Amira, informal conversation, 16.04.2018). Amira and her 

husband always stayed in their room because they felt unsafe. Shockingly, in her 

interview Amira shared that she even delivered her baby in their room, explaining: ‘In 

one small, small, small, small room. Me and my husband and I delivered my baby 

there’ (Amira, interview, 26.04.2022). 

 

It is no surprise, then, that without exception all the women commented on how 

welcome they felt in the yoga studio, with its fresh flowers, flickering candlelight and 

softly lit cosy corners to curl into. This was embodied by the quiet hum of chatter 

while the women sipped hot tea in tiny glass (not plastic) cups, which they had poured 

(rather than it being poured by harassed accommodation staff in a busy canteen) for 

each other. After yoga, the women were in no hurry to leave and enveloped 

themselves into the soft velvet sofas to drink more hot tea. Yara loved these 
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communal areas so much (Figure 3), she insisted on having her interview there! 76 

Yara explained:  

 

The concept of yoga they have is very nice. Like you have the tea, you 
have your class and then you can just talk with your friends. Also, tea will 
relax you after the class. So it is like a good combination. I like that. 
(Yara, interview, 04.06.2018) 

 

All the women took their time to soak up this ambience and this was a really rather 

special aspect of their lives lived in resettlement. It is important to recognise the rare 

resettlement opportunity the women had to socialise together, in a peaceful women-

only space, where Arabic chatter and hijab clothing choice were de rigueur. Most had 

shared stories of horrific journeys to Sweden, which tested their faith in humanity. 

Consequently, in yoga the women sought and made strong and lasting friendships 

almost immediately. 

 

It is not surprising that many arrived early for yoga. One dreary drizzly day, while 

waiting for the yoga facilitator, I noticed most women arrived at least 20 minutes early 

for yoga. This was unusual as most arrived just in time for all their other civic 

orientation activities. I asked Haya why this was so. Haya explained: ‘I come early 

every Monday, just to wait for them [the other women]. Yeah, because here, we all 

                                            

76 During the interview, even though I had checked with staff, we were told off for being too 
noisy and asked to leave. We were not in lagom (Section 5.4) with how a yoga participant 
should enjoy their herbal tea and chatter after yoga, i.e., very quietly so as not to disturb the 
ambience of the yoga space. 
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feel, stressed and depressed, so we all like to wait [together] for the yoga classes’ 

(Haya, interview, 04.06.2018).  

 

Many shared that it just felt nice to be with ‘good people’, as during harrowing forced 

migration journeys many women, in line with current understandings of forced 

migration (Freedman, 2016), were exploited. Dima, with her former five-star chauffeur-

driven lifestyle (Section 4.1), shared that when she arrived in Sweden, she had not 

slept for weeks, had constant hunger pains, and felt wobbly due to her sudden flight 

from Syria. Dima met truly awful people who exploited her during her flight and the 

women in yoga were beginning to restore her faith in humanity. Dima shared:  

 

I found that there is still good people in this world. Yeah, so it is after 
doing yoga I felt like everybody is nice. That people are fine, they are 
kind-hearted. I found good manners in people. Although I met people I 
know nothing about them and we are not family. (Dima, interview, 
25.04.2018) 

 

Consequently, as forced migrants, the women sought and made far deeper 

connections in yoga than the uncomplicated social interaction participants seek in 

most yoga studies (Wildcroft, 2018). This sociable group dynamic to yoga, however, 

was not captured by the narrow employment and health trajectories in the civic 

orientation programme despite it being a key indicator of an active engagement to 

move forward together in Sweden. This reflects other studies with Syrian Muslim 

women in refugee integration programmes (Carpi et al., 2020) that note participation 

enlarged social networks. These programmes, however, were deemed a failure 

because the participants remained unemployed. In the civic orientation programme 
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featured in my fieldwork, more interconnected ways of being in yoga were also 

ignored by programme staff. This ensured that the normative assumptions used to 

justify refugee aid funding, which detail a lonely, submissive refugee woman in need 

of saving, remained intact. In particular, the deployment of yoga as therapy for female 

forced migrants enabled the ‘leaching out of political histories and processes that 

have shaped refugees’ lives’ (De Martini Ugolotti & Caudwell, 2022, p.2) in flight, to 

continue in resettlement.  

 

Without a critical reflection on the individualised and quantifiable measures of success 

in a refugee integration programme, more interconnected ways of coping with life in 

resettlement are ignored. It is imperative that the uncomplicated social interaction that 

being together in yoga created for these women, whose past social worlds were 

shattered by wider political and imperialist power dynamics, is recognised and 

heralded as an integration success. Otherwise such yoga, with its current onus to cure 

each woman of trauma, becomes another domain that presents a particular picture of 

the female forced migrant that feeds into the normative one-dimensional narrative that 

this chapter seeks to dismantle.  

 

Most of the women in my study were Muslim and an everyday understanding of their 

faith enhanced what being together in yoga meant to them. Being sociable and kind 

to strangers is an important aspect of Muslim faith and culture, and is related to a 

sacred understanding of coexistence. This sociability among strangers, according to 

Zaman (2019) in his study of newly arrived Syrian women in Athens squats, is 

informed by the Islamic tradition of jiwar, which he defined as a shared and sacred 
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emphasis on being neighbourly or social. Focusing on jiwar demonstrated a shared 

desire to move forward together in resettlement. This offers another vantage point to 

consider Muslim women’s experiences of sport as sociable, dynamic and proactive. 

Such a focus stands in sharp contrast to the more usual understanding of Muslim 

women in sport as resisting sport integration programmes, due to religious and cultural 

aspects of their faith (Agergaard, 2016).  

 

The women enjoyed socialising so much they expanded their opportunities to do so 

and created what Foucault (1967/1986) would term a heterotopic space, a space 

within the civic orientation programme yet outside of its normative institutional zones 

of power and order. Just how the women did this as a group is explored next. 

 

The yoga classes took place in a private yoga studio (initially) gifted generously by its 

proprietors. The monitoring of punctuality and attendance initially caused tension and 

anxiety since the yoga studio was so very difficult to find, tucked away in a cobbled 

courtyard within a gated residential community. It was not possible for those walking 

past to observe this residential area as the entrance gate was almost hidden between 

two bustling cafés which spilled out onto the pavements (Figure 33). The French 

bistro-style tables and chairs acted as a visual reference for the entrance of the yoga 

studio. 
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Figure 33. Entrance to residential courtyard between two bustling cafe  

Photo credit: researcher (original in colour) 

 

Since the yoga space was gifted, the classes were timetabled when paying yoga 

participants made little use of the studio, which meant the women often had the studio 

and its enclosed courtyard almost entirely to themselves. The yoga facilitator would 

arrive 20 minutes before the TCTSY class to set up the space. Soon the women 

arrived 20 minutes early too and met in the cobbled courtyard. Along with the swirls of 

cigarette smoke, the women’s excited chatter boomed, bounced and echoed around 

the enclosed courtyard as they conversed with one another or spoke to family and 
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friends on their mobile phones, cleverly clipped to their ear by their hijabs (Figure 34). 

They stood close to the yoga studio door to take advantage of the free, if unreliable, 

Wi-Fi, raising their voices to compensate for the often-poor connection. The women 

had appropriated this secluded and quiet courtyard and some felt a freedom to smoke 

and gossip together not felt elsewhere in Sweden. 

 

 

Figure 34. Phone call hijabi style! 

Drawing from researcher’s ethnographic diaries 

 

Soon the women had a distinctive bodily group presence. Since I had been forewarned 

by the charity directors to expect an extremely religious group when I arrived on my 

first visit, the sight of a group of women dressed in hijabs did not surprise me.  
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Figure 35. Entrance to yoga studio from the residential courtyard – with the loss of a 

recently removed chair to discourage chatter 

Photo credit: researcher (original in colour) 

 

What did surprise me was to be offered a cigarette and see some of the women 

smoking before the yoga class,77 including a heavily pregnant woman, a practice that 

I had not previously associated with observant Muslim women or yoga spaces.78 But, 

                                            

77 One of the more enterprising civic orientation programme staff used to sell cigarettes (as 
well as perfume and ‘designer’ headscarves) from a Mary Poppins-like bag in the canteen 
during the civic orientation programme breaks. This could explain in part the surprising 
popularity of the cigarettes. 
78 Furthermore, it was noticeable since few Swedish people smoke in public when compared 
to the UK.  



 

302 

as Haya wheezed, outside the yoga studio (Figure 35) while taking another drag on 

her cigarette: ‘Smoking is coping, here in Sweden’ (Haya, interview, 04.06.2018). 

Recalling my reaction to being offered a cigarette (my sharp intake of breath, eyes 

widened, jerking my head backwards), it was my ‘affective assemblage’ (Evers, 2010) 

and my reflections on this in my diary, as recommended by Vacchelli (2013), that led 

me to discuss smoking in later interviews. It was soon evident that most agreed 

smoking helped them to relax in their new lives. Smoking, I was told, was common 

practice in Syria; however it was not considered to be ‘lady-like’. Nour explained: 

 

Lots of people started smoking [in Sweden], it’s a way to cope with 
the breathing and the stress. I convinced myself my family is far away 
but it’s wrong for me … Everybody smokes in Syria. [But] I started to 
smoke in Sweden, not back in Syria. That’s why I was thinking back 
there you can’t smoke in front of everyone. It’s haram, we say, 
‘Shame on you, you’re a lady and you are smoking in front of men’. 
(Nour, interview, 09.05.2018) 

 

In this residential courtyard space, smoking was not seen as haram; instead it was 

simply a secret way the women all coped with life in unsettling times.  

 

The women had expanded ‘their’ yoga space to include the residential courtyard and 

this was fuelled by a desire to share the familiar custom of smoking together in secret 

from their husbands. This space allowed for a kind of women-only group privacy, and 

this was revealed to me through the women’s bodily dynamics. This reminds me of 

how Abu-Lughod (1990) explored group agency through observing the bodily comfort 

(smoking, laughing and gossiping) women had created in their fiercely guarded 

women-only spaces in Egypt. The courtyard privacy and women-only yoga courses 
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created a space to which they had been previously accustomed as Muslim women in 

the Sham, but they sorely missed as forced migrants in Sweden.  

 

This creation of the yoga heterotopia had been a very bodily matter. When compared 

to the women’s behaviour within the wider civic orientation programme, this 

heterotopia had the feeling of a party atmosphere, with the women’s loud chatter, 

smoking, laughing and arguing. The women’s physical behaviour both inside and in 

front of the studio signified not only a refutation of their own preconceptions of yoga 

as a place for static, individual contemplation (Section 4.2), but also inadvertently 

challenged the expectations and perceptions of their programme hosts, namely, that 

they were no more than vulnerable bodies in trauma bound by their subordinate 

position within the wider patriarchal power dynamic of humanitarian aid (Chapter 5).  

 

I was surprised at the sheer noise the women were making in the cobbled courtyard, 

as I had met the women and noticed their quiet demeanour (reserved, eyes lowered) 

earlier in their civic orientation programme. The yoga studio tried to subtly manage 

this unexpected noise by putting up pictorial signs banning the use of mobile phones 

(Figure 36), and removing the bistro chairs to discourage the women leaning in 

towards the free Wi-Fi, and a heavily pregnant Amira taking the weight off her feet 

while she leisurely pulled on her ‘pre-yoga’ cigarette. These changes had no effect on 

the women. Ultimately, this did cause tension as the women were not acting in the 

way that the Swedish yoga centre directors expected and the gift of the yoga space 

was retracted shortly after I completed my fieldwork.  
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Figure 36. Photo of pictorial sign banning use of mobile phones in and around the yoga studio 

Photo credit: researcher (original in colour) 

 

Foucault (1967/1986) argues that heterotopias are often set aside for a deviant 

population, are usually gendered, and entry to such spaces is either compulsory (e.g. 

prisons) or those wishing to enter must perform a ritual since heterotopias always 

presuppose a system of opening and closing – making them both isolated and 

penetrable. Foucault states that a heterotopia is a counter-site. Although the yoga 

classes that formed the focus of my fieldwork were part of the government’s Civic 

orientation programme, being provided only to women ‘in crisis’, they can be seen as 

a ‘heterotopic’ space, that is, a space ‘to suspend, neutralise or invert the assumptions, 

set of relations that they happen to designate, mirror or reflect’ (Foucault, 1967/1986, 

p. 24), as mentioned earlier (Section 2.12.4). The yoga course held for female forced 

migrants in trauma was one such space. It is, therefore, no surprise that the women 

expanded the yoga space to include the yoga studio’s enclosed cobbled courtyard.  
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Exploring the women’s agency in expanding their group yoga experiences through 

Foucault’s concept of a heterotopic space stands in contrast to the more usual 

understandings of earlier mentioned ‘plus sport’ (Coalter, 2007) physical cultures in 

forced migration settings, which focus on how ‘plus sport’ activities remain infused with 

the host society’s heteronormative values and position participants as lacking. Rather 

here, focusing on yoga as a heterotopia enabled me to capture how the women 

inadvertently overturned such preconceptions, and as a group unintentionally 

challenged the deficit-driven focus of forced migrants’ participation in physical 

activities in refugee integration programmes (Spaaij et al., 2019).  

 

While Atkinson’s (2010) and Humberstone and Cutler-Riddick’s (2015) earlier 

mentioned yoga studies of heterotopias (2.1) also use participants’ experiences of a 

yoga class to challenge wider societal expectations, such as the ontology of the aging 

body as one of decline, both studies focus on individual experiences of yoga and 

ignore more interconnected ways of being. Afrah Abdulla (2017), herself a Syrian 

refugee whose thesis focused on her experiences of the very same Swedish civic 

orientation programme, welcomes future research that offers a more in-depth 

understanding of the experiences of those enrolled in such programmes. Focusing on 

the group dynamic in a choice-based yoga heterotopia held in an otherwise choiceless 

refugee integration programme, has enabled me to showcase the women’s agency 

and group dynamism. Consequently, I offer a more in-depth understanding of lives 

lived in resettlement, and avoid squeezing the women’s yoga experiences into the 

‘plus sport’ frames of programmes priority’s, such as health and employment viability.  
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6.3 Leaning into comfort in yoga  

Given their harsh, unfriendly and at times unsafe accommodation, it was not a surprise 

that the women sought out comfort together in yoga. Similar to forced migrants in a 

music group in De Martini Ugolotti’s (2020) study, the women took simple pleasure in 

creating a comfortable space together within an otherwise hostile forced migration 

context. Next, I focus on how the women leaned into each other to create a sense of 

comfort in yoga. 

 

In most urban yoga studios, personal belonging (bags, coats, mobile phones and even 

shoes) are not allowed in the yoga room, as such clutter is distracting and causes 

accidents. In my fieldwork, however, the women simply refused to part with their 

belongings. Due to their insecure and multi-occupancy accommodation, most kept 

their treasured possessions with them and used their hijabs, handbags and yoga mats 

to hide their belongings. Kamar concealed all her gold jewellery within the folds of her 

hijab, while wheezing Haya squirreled away a few packets of contraband cigarettes 

within the folds of hers. Hana, keen to enrol in a university sport science degree, had 

her sport certificates in a big brown envelope tucked underneath her yoga mat. Many 

had dog-eared photos of loved ones, various forms of identification, unregistered cash 

and resident’s permits in their handbags, all kept within eye range.  

 

During this time, many also shared yoga props which included bolsters, blocks and 

blankets, in much the same way as other Swedish yoga participants might. Together, 

this created a lot of clutter and reminded Myssa of her women-only group in Palestine. 

Myssa shared: ‘We have something similar with randomly placed pillows and 
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everything’ (Myssa, interview, 13.05.2018). Taking their cue from this informal space, 

they began to maximise their opportunities to laze about and the yoga room began to 

feel more like a lounge, especially as the women’s family photos and personal affects 

generated further chatter and provided the building blocks for the friendships most of 

the women were keen to establish (Figure 37).  

 

While these yoga props were intended to enhance yoga performance, since the 

women had no understanding of modern postural yoga (Section 4.2), they used the 

props to attend to their own and each other’s sense of comfort. The yoga mat became 

known among the women, as Myssa shared in her interview, as: ‘The comfort 

mattress’ (Myssa, interview, 13.05.2018). A particular favourite was the bolster 

cushion, usually used to enhance back bends, but instead used by the women to 

lounge about on. It reminded many of their lounges back home, as Karima shared: ‘I 

like the [bolster] as I feel like they are from our Arab countries’ (Karima, interview, 

25.05.2018). Haya further explained: 

 

We relax a little bit different sometimes to Swedish people. We lounge 
on the floor, sometimes we eat together on the floor. In Sweden sofas 
and dining tables are so high, so far from the floor, so it feels more formal 
and serious, not like relaxed like with these ‘comfort cushions’. (Haya, 
informal conversation, 25.05.2018) 

 

The ‘comfort cushions’ or bolster cushions were the first yoga prop the women 

grabbed. Yara commented: The pillow [bolster cushion] is very comfortable … So I try 

to come early to just relax a little bit with the pillow (Yara, interview, 04.06.2018). Dima 

(whose story closed Chapter 4) took time to roll up or double up her yoga mat to create 
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a buffer between her body and the cold floor when sitting and laying in yoga. This is 

understandable give that Dima slept on a thin mattress on the floor. All the yoga props 

were used to either lounge about on or enhance comfort and, given the nature of the 

women’s lived lives in resettlement, this was no surprise.  

 

These props, common to all urban yoga studios, are an important part of a typical 

modern postural yoga class. They support yoga participants’ movements into their 

teacher’s version of a perfect yoga pose. These props are not comfortable to use as 

they stretch and push the body into the yoga teacher’s version of a perfect yoga pose 

(Figure 38). 

 

Props used to enhance yoga performances reflect the historical use of props by the 

founders of the modern postural yoga lineage; they were popularised by Iyengar 

(Singleton, 2010; Chakraborty, 2007 for an overview of this lineage). In the 1930s, 

Krishnamarchya (founder of the modern postural yoga lineage and an esteemed 

Sanskrit scholar) curated yoga performances at the Mysore Palace. He was employed 

by the Maharaja of Mysore to showcase Indian prowess and might by promoting 

shows of his students performing advanced yoga asanas to an audience of British 

colonists (Kaplish, 2018a). In these performances (Figure 39), his students (including 

Iyengar and Jois, founder of Ashtanga yoga) performed amazing physical yoga feats 

to challenge the British colonists’ justification of colonial rule by conceiving of Indian 

bodies as weak and effeminate (Singleton, 2010). Iyengar sustained significant 
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injuries during such performances. Consequently, he developed the use of props so 

to build flexibility (and not comfort) in the body.79   

 

 

Figure 37. Lounging together on yoga blocks, more usually used to enhance yoga 

performance 

Drawing from researcher’s ethnographic diaries 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            

79 Iyengar, a sickly young man, had to unexpectedly perform at the Mysore Palace with just 
one-and-half weeks notice. In Schmidi-Garre’s (2013) documentary on the origins of modern 
yoga, Iyengar explained to Krishnamarchya that he couldn’t do the splits, he was told he would 
have. He did and sustained a serious hamstring injury which took one-and-half years to heal. 
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Figure 38. A yoga block is initally used80 to build strength to hold the same yoga 

asana in Figure 39 unaided.  

Photo credit: Kjell (original in colour) 

 

Figure 39. Mysore Palace yoga performances curated by a modern postural yoga 

founder, for British colonialists in 1930s 

Photo credit: Dynamic Mindfulness School and Public Domain Mark  

                                            

80 Sides of thumbs and forefingers are pushed into yoga block to engage correct muscles and 
avoid the triangle the naturally body wants to make between head and elbows. 
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Focusing on the body in yoga is one way to make sense of nationalistic projects, 

argues Joseph Alter (2011, pp. x-xi) as this can be seen today in Modi’s mass yoga 

demonstrations that promote Hindu nationalism that intentionally excludes Muslims 

(Kedhar, 2020). Bhuvi Gupta and Jacob Copeman argue that this emerged from a 

‘particular prescription and practice of yoga’ (2019, p. 313). The use of props, then, 

presented an opportunity for those marginalised by such rhetoric, such as the Muslim 

women in my fieldwork, to challenge the notion that they are weak and to showcase 

their strength and prowess through yoga. 

 

In my fieldwork, however, the women were relaxing their bodies into these props and 

using them to enhance comfort, thus denoting the very fragility and laziness the 

founders of modern postural yoga were keen to challenge. They were not using yoga 

as a form of protest at the indignity of the refugee integration programme yoga was 

taught in. Nor were they using their bodies to challenge the Islamophobic and 

patriarchal structures of such programmes that positioned them as weak and lacking. 

Several studies have shown how people do use their bodies to protest the indignity of 

forced migration. Tamils have disrobed at Heathrow Airport to show their disgust at 

being deported, and Iranians have sewn their lips together to denote their disgust with 

being held in prison-like conditions while waiting for their asylum claims to be 

processed (McGregor, 2011; Rajan, 2019; Suzuki, 2016). The women’s appropriation 

of yoga props in my fieldwork went beyond a corporeal protest or performance and 

instead, by enhancing comfort, they demonstrated a situated type of agency. They 

were appropriating yoga to enhance their sense of bodily comfort in an otherwise 

hostile forced migration context. 
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In creating this sense of comfort, the women were demonstrating a silent appreciation 

of their bodies and were saying to each other and their bodies: ‘You matter’. Given 

that the first place of thinking is in the body, the women in attending to their and each 

other’s sense of comfort, have demonstrated an agency and resistance to the wider 

harsh forced migration context. This collective (re)appropriation of yoga props for 

comfort and relaxation - in contrast to Iyengar’s intention of props to create tension 

and often pain- shows how the women took care of and respected their bodies more. 

Their use of props stands in stark contrast to their forced migration experience, as it 

led to an improvement rather than a reduction in their wellbeing. 

 

The women’s appropriation of the yoga props for comfort reminds me that yoga is not 

just a performance; it is also an internal pursuit. De Martini Ugolotti’s (2020) study 

observed participants in a music group adapting the space for their own comfort, 

despite being forced migrants. In my fieldwork, the women held agency and used 

props to create comfort because of their forced migration context. Somewhat 

ironically, they were also in fact improving their health in line with an objective of the 

civic orientation programme. 

 

TCTSY is largely a floor-based exercise (seated, stable, with many body parts 

connecting to the ground). It is up to participants if they wish to try the more challenging 

standing, balancing and twisting asanas. The feeling of being supported by the ground 

and not being bipedal was also welcomed by participants in Barbour et al.’s (2019) 

study of a movement-based practice rooted in yoga asanas. Next, I explore the impact 

of feeling grounded for the women. 
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Most of the women remained seated throughout yoga and reported how much they 

enjoyed these grounding, floor-based yoga exercises. Heavily pregnant Amira shared: 

 

I love laying down in this yoga, taking the weight off my feet, these soft 
[Amira was laying on three] ‘yoga mattress’ remind me that am fully 
supported by the floor. It is just relaxing in my bed in Syria, reminding me 
of home and makes me feel secure. (Amira, informal conversation, 
11.05.2018)  

 

Farah shared that practising yoga while seated creates: ‘A very peaceful place and you 

know the place is very comfortable, you can’t think about the other bad things that 

upset you’ (Farah, interview, 13.05.2018).  

 

Feeling grounded opens other areas for consideration which relate to forced migration 

experiences. The ways in which the women used their bodies in extreme and often 

painful ways on their route(s) to sanctuary (Chapter 1) entirely explains the way in 

which they sought physical rest and comfort in yoga. Consequently, the grounding 

comfort the women felt in being fully supported by the floor was not, as Barbour et al. 

(2019) suggest, a welcome contrast to dominant societal norms that dictate appropriate 

and carefully controlled feminine movement behaviour. Instead, it was related to both 

the women’s forced migration journeys and their lives in resettlement. Situating yoga 

in its wider context, it was soon apparent why the women as forced migrants were 

seeking comfort. The way they leaned into props, lounged about and created their own 

‘yoga islands’ (Figure 37 and 41) was in stark contrast to tense, squashed, hidden and 

unsafe journeys in forced migration to (initially) multiple occupancy accommodation 

with its nailed plastic chairs, strip lighting, and lack of communal and safe lounge areas. 
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This highlights the importance of acknowledging the context in which yoga, or indeed 

any sport, is taught (Hockey & Allen-Collinson, 2007). 

 

Paying attention to how the women built their sense of comfort together in an otherwise 

hostile forced migration context highlights that harm and tension caused by forced 

migration does not stop upon arrival in Sweden. It also calls into question the 

psychosocial focus of refugee integration programmes that position women’s bodies 

as sites of pain and trauma. Despite their pain and trauma, the women also 

demonstrated agency to create a sense of bodily comfort together in yoga. This need 

for bodily comfort was created by their experiences of forced migration, which sadly 

continued in resettlement.  

 

The most profound way the women demonstrated their sense of collective comfort 

occurred towards the end of yoga classes during shavasana (laying on back, chin 

tucked into chest, arms at 45 degrees from body, palm up, legs slightly apart) when 

they (re)appropriated the bolster cushion, this time as a pillow. Yara recollected her 

surprise when the women ‘relax so much, they all soon fall asleep and snore! I was 

laughing so much. But I mean, that’s part of the yoga. Now I relax too, until I fall 

asleep!’ (Yara, interview, 04.06.2018).  

 

I was also surprised when I realised that the loud rumbling towards the end of each 
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class was not the cranky, clunky central heating.81 Dima, the matriarch of the group, 

confirmed this: ‘Oh yes, they are like the men, too much noise. I shake them to wake 

them’ (Dima, 23.05.2018). The snores reverberated across the yoga studio due to its 

flimsy doors and bounced off the trendy industrial-style exposed pipework and bricks. 

When the women did wake up, they giggled with those around them at the fact they 

had unintentionally fallen asleep. They were in no rush to get up and instead 

languorously pulled themselves up, using the yoga blocks intended to help them move 

correctly into a yoga asana. Their giggles held a lightness rather than an 

embarrassment. Nadia, who used to tuck her blanket into her yoga mat for maximum 

comfort during shavasana, recalled: ‘We [Sham women] need this. We need to relax 

after all that work’ (Nadia, interview, 25.05.2018). Haya even wished to live in the yoga 

studio, stating simply: ‘I hoped that they would let me sleep there’, as she perceived 

yoga to be a place of quiet relaxation (Haya, interview, 04.06.2018).  

 

Although heavy sleeping is not a required state of rest at the end of a yoga class, the 

women’s subsequent movements and behaviour upon waking suggested a lightness 

of mood which contrasted starkly with the sluggishness many felt from their prescribed 

sleep medication (see Dina’s and Banah’s accounts in Subsection 5.5.2). In fact, those 

who did fall asleep during shavasana appeared relatively rested and restored upon 

waking, which suggests that the yoga class provided the women with a place of 

comfort, a sense of personal safety and an opportunity to truly relax.  

                                            

81 The old central heating (think of a trendy urban yoga studio with exposed bricks and 
pipework) had not been turned off yet as the municipality decides when the central heating is 
turned off in all apartments and offices. 
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In sum, the women had dug deeper into their bodies to reveal just how comfortable 

they felt together, yet a superficial glance at a snoring woman, lounging about and 

leaning into her professional yoga props, would indeed suggest a passive attitude, 

especially if she was fasting (Chapter 4) and experiencing ‘Ramadan brain’ (Chapter 

3). Such a gaze would confirm the current understanding that there is a lack of 

participation in sport integration programmes by Muslim women. Focusing on more 

interconnected ways of participating is important as it contests such understandings. 

Having survived their flights to sanctuary in the dangerous hands of illegal traffickers 

(Canning, 2017, 2019), this degree of collective self-care was further evidence of great 

resourcefulness and resilience. This group dynamic uncovers what is often overlooked 

by a narrow focus on the ‘psycho-social elements’ of trauma, acculturation stress and 

self-reliance in the refugee resettlement process (Spaaij et al., 2019).  

 

Focusing on how the women created a sense of comfort together is important as it is 

so relatable and serves as a poignant reminder of a commonality amongst us, as we 

all seek comfort and security in our surrounding. This shifts the focus away from the 

marginalising policy category of the female forced migrant towards more 

interconnected understandings. A sense of comfort and rest is a universal need and 

yet is not often a policy priority of physical activities in refugee integration programmes. 

The snoring, reclining women have demonstrated together that it should be.  

 

6.4 Somatic experiences of resettlement 

Focusing on yoga props was a somewhat subtle way to document the impact of a 

chaotic and abusive resettlement system that caused harm. Such abuse is often 
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difficult to capture, as detailed in Mayblin et al.’s (2020) study of the UK asylum 

system, which seemingly fulfils its obligations under the Geneva Convention yet keeps 

those in it in poverty with its offer of minimal financial support. Other studies discussed 

in Chapter 2 also note how subtle yet powerful such abuse is (Buckley-Zistel & Krause, 

2017; McCluskey, 2017). During my fieldwork, Swedish citizens were not 

demonstrative (with verbal abuse or even violence) in how they often felt about ‘others’ 

and the women did not experience what Alter (2015) terms ‘visceral racism’. 

Nevertheless, most were aware that they would never be part of the healthy body 

politic (Fassin, 2001; Zylinska, 2004). Turner’s (2008), earlier mentioned, concept of 

the somatic society (a society that pushes its problems and issues onto certain bodies) 

enabled me to capture the impact of this awareness on some of the women. I explore 

this next in relation to wearing the hijab and starting a family. 

 

Dima shared: 

  

I wear the hijab, and one of the things this changes is the way people 
look at us, or the way they treat us, we feel … Islamophobia. They try to 
mistreat us; we feel this discrimination. Even in the way they ask 
questions to us, we didn’t come here by choice. We were forced to leave 
our countries. I don’t want anyone to be in this place … We are 
traumatised, we feel the stress. (Dima, steering group meeting, 
25.05.2018) 

 

While all the women remained deeply appreciative of the safety Sweden offered, over 

time many began to share everyday incidents which impacted both practically and 

emotionally on their ability to move forward in resettlement. While walking to the park 
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with Reem, I commented on her stylishly knitted hat. Embarrassed, Reem self-

consciously checked that all her hair was still tucked away, then explained: 

 

Yeah, I know all the other ladies wear the hijab, but you know, you feel 
it. Sometimes the people they stare and I don’t like this. So, I changed it 
to a beret. Still my hair is completely covered, but you know, now I look 
at bit more Swedish. I fit in more. (Reem, informal conversation, 
26.04.2018) 

 

In the steering group meetings, conversations became frank. Dima shared:  

 

I had a burglar experience, someone came and took all my money, 
maybe jewels. I came face to face with the thief.82 I was seeing the thief 
breaking into my apartment. I was powerless, what to do, and I was 
confused. I didn’t scream or anything. After that I discovered that he was 
one of my neighbours in that building and he was under the influence of 
drugs, because he was one of the people who are using illicit 
substances. It added more stress to my life. (Dima, interview, 
25.04.2018) 

 

Dima, who was from a wealthy family and a gated and guarded home in Syria (Section 

4.1) was distraught by the Swedish police response. Dima, stated that they did not 

take her seriously because of her hijab (see, Dima’s earlier comment) and explained 

further:  

 

When the police came, well, even when his fingerprints were there in the 
glasses, they didn’t do anything. No one is concerned about my feeling, 
even the police didn’t take the good action to protect me. I am in a 
dangerous place. I expect that this guy again, he will try to break into my 
apartment and maybe he will cut me, or even harm me … I am not living 

                                            

82 Dima filmed the drugged neighbour while he was burglarising her as she did not know 
what else to do to stop him. 
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in safe environment or safe place … I went through a psychological crisis 
with the incident after the thief came to the house. (Dima, interview, 
25.04.2018)  

Dima, living alone and at 59 was unable to see her children due to forced migration 

status travel restrictions, reflected:  

 

We have a lot of trauma in our lives. The trauma of living two lives, two 
cultural things. You know very well that our culture is different from yours. 
We have this gap, we have to act or deal with two different cultures, to 
different valuables. How to control this gap is very important. (Dima, 
steering group meeting, 25.05.2018)  

 

When sharing her story, Dima was drawn to some preliminary photos we had taken 

for the Women in Yoga exhibition. Pointing at one (Figure 40), Dima stated simply: ‘I 

am gonna be always like outside, never gonna fit into Sweden, not me with this Arab 

body’. I was reminded of Banah’s comment: ‘It is different here, than our Arab 

countries.’ 

 

Figure 40. Tadasana chosen for Women in Yoga exhibition 

Photo credit: Myssa (original in colour) 
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These everyday negotiations reminded me only those that hold power in such 

negotiations have the privilege to deny their body. While the hijab was very much part 

of the women’s bodily schema the somatic dissonance some felt in Sweden led them 

to adapt their appearance and approach to life in resettlement. As Nguyen (2017) 

reflects when considering the politics of hijabs in everyday life: ‘war is not a remote 

geopolitical event but an ordinary presence, permeating conversations and 

encounters, and recruiting and weaponizing distinctions – skin, hair, clothes – between 

friends and enemies among us’ (2017, p. 290). 

 

It is clear that the women felt the impact of Turner’s (2008) ‘somatic society’ and 

realised that it was just impossible to be part of what Zylinska (2004) termed the 

‘healthy body politic’. The impact of the somatic society is significant. Gail Parker, a 

scholar-practitioner, in her book Restorative yoga for ethnic and race-based stress 

and trauma, documents how the body ‘registers the pain of ethnic and racial wounding’ 

(2020, p. 102). This affected how the women approached, not only their lives in 

resettlement, but also their children’s. Next, I explore this though Aisha’s experiences 

of life in resettlement.  

 

I met Aisha and Amira for a picnic in the park. We even had Syrian coffee as Aisha 

had ingenuously brewed the coffee, poured it into a kettle, which even after two bus 

rides was still warm. While Aisha was pouring the coffee, Amira was cradling her child, 

poignantly shared her experiences of having a child shortly after arriving in Sweden: 

 

I didn’t know what name to give my child. Do I give a Swedish name or 
an Arab name? It was agreed by my husband’s family that my child will 
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take an ancestors name. But we are in Sweden now and I spoke to some 
friends and they advised me against this name and said you are crazy 
to give your child such a religious Muslim name here, the child will be 
seen like an Arab refugee terrorist. This name will give your child a 
lifetime of big problems. I thought OK, my child will instead have a 
Swedish name and let my husband’s family think we have agreed to their 
suggestion. My husband refused as he said this will cause big problems 
later on. For me it is already a big problem. It is all I think about, even I 
dream about this. I want my child to have the best start in Sweden. 
(Amira, informal conversation, 09.6.2018) 

 

Amira’s interoceptive awareness meant she often felt ‘awkward, uncomfortable and 

sometimes sick’ while carrying out errands in Sweden. People often stared and even 

walked away from her. Consequently, Amira adjusted her lifestyle at home to ensure 

her child would not experience such somatic dissonance: 

 
We [Amira and her husband] decided not to speak Swedish at home, as 
we don’t want our child to speak Swedish with an Arab accent and in the 
end, I also did not want to give my child an Arab name. (Amira, informal 
conversation, 22.04.2018) 

 

Then to Amira’s horror she discovered: 

 

After three months with my baby’s name still not registered, the state 
stepped in to give my baby a name! They told my doctor to refer me to 
counselling. So, finally I choose a name but [shared with a wry smile] it 
was not Swedish or Arabic. This is how we finally compromised. (Amira, 
informal conversation, 22.04.2018) 

 

Amira, still visibly shaken by this intervention, became jittery and her cradled child 

became restless. An almighty wail was brewing. Amira tensed: ‘OK, now I have stop. 

Whenever I tell this, it makes my baby upset. My baby can feel I am nervous, my heart 

beats fast and my body is edgy’ (Amira, informal conversation, 22.04.2018). 
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Amira’s poignant experiences demonstrated how actively she was working to keep her 

child safe. When sharing these tense experiences, she unintentionally passed them 

onto her child somatically. This recalls Jackson’s (1989) link between pathways in the 

body and pathways in society, and reveals that such pathways also connect to the 

next generation. While I recognise this is inherently more complex, in that moment of 

Amira’s child crying, I saw that the impact of forced migration was unintentionally 

passed on. Such unhealed somatic dissonance reinforced in somatic society is a 

reminder that it is not just Amira’s body that keeps the score (van der Kolk, 2014) in 

resettlement. It lives on in future generations, as Menakem (2021) detailed more in his 

book on healing racial trauma held in the body. And sadly, such trauma lives on, even 

when ultimately, such traumatic and reflexive responses have lost their forced 

migration context. 

 

In sum, the women expressed an autonomy and agency in everyday small decisions 

and made beneficial adjustments to their lives lived in resettlement. Amira adapted her 

cultural and faith-based heritage so her child would feel more Swedish (read welcome) 

than she did. At times, however, the women did enhance, rather than dampen, cultural 

and religious aspects of their faith to improve their wellbeing in resettlement (Chapter 

4) and this is the focus of the rest of this chapter.  

 

6.5 Defining women-only spaces  

One way the women worked to improve their wellbeing was by (re)defining the 

Swedish concepts of women-only and mixed-sex spaces. This is important, as 

women-only spaces in Scandinavia are often politicised as ‘backward’, and 
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incompatible with gender equality, when compared to progressive Western secular 

values (Lenneis & Agergaard, 2018). The few studies that do critically explore 

women’s insistence on women-only spaces inform me that decisions are often made 

in the moment and not based on religion, and instead are rooted in bodily comfort and 

confidence (Rana, 2017; Walseth, 2013). Next, I explore how the women as a group 

(re)defined the Swedish concepts of women-only and mixed-sex spaces. 

 

One of the women-only yoga courses was taught by a man. As usual I was there with 

Dima, a couple of 20-somethings and a few other unsuspecting newly arrived women. 

All the other women had somehow managed to register but skipped class, as yoga 

with a man was definitely haram. Hala, one of the unsuspecting new arrivals, was very 

shocked, having been assured it was a women-only class. Tensely, Hala murmured: 

 

Yeah, I will be careful. Okay, I just won’t move. Because in his class I 
can‘t do anything. No moves, no posturing, nothing. Even though I am 
wearing all my clothes. If I was in there [in a women-only class in the 
adjourning room with a woman] it is different because I lie down, I can 
just roll around. I can just take my clothes off [the hijab]. So, it is different 
… I like the [women-only] yoga place as when we are in the [yoga] class, 
the door is closed [in this yoga class there was just a curtain for a door] 
and nobody can enter. (Hala, interview, 29.05.2018)  

 

Put simply, yoga taught by a man had immobilised Hala. Those more regular 

attendees were aware that this yoga class was taught by a man and in skipping yoga, 

unlike Hala, they were not immobilised. In fact, their movement was restored so they 

could now go on one their exhausting shopping trips. 
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In restoring movement through seemingly faith-based decisions complicates the 

framing of Muslim women in sport as passive or lacking (Samie, 2017; Rana, 2017). 

Their group decision to skip class demonstrated that they were already embodied 

subjects and carried an active and proprietary power over lives and bodies, even in a 

compulsory refugee integration programme. At other times, similar decisions based 

on (re)defining women-only spaces did reveal a sense of bodily comfort rooted in (and 

not despite) their faith and I explore this next. 

 

One day in a yoga class, the women huddled together in a rumble and a grumble, and 

I assumed an argument was brewing. The yoga facilitator looked annoyed because 

the women’s voices were getting louder, and disturbances in the yoga studio, with its 

curtain in place of a door, were severely frowned upon. Dima then spotted me, stormed 

over, grabbed my hand, and muttered ‘haram, haram’, I felt Dima’s tension by the way 

she was gripping my hand and practically pulling me to the other yoga room. All the 

other women were packing up their ‘yoga islands’ (Figure 41) and following Dima and 

I into the new yoga room. On their way out, all were pointing to an adjourning yoga 

room. I could hear a male teacher and I established that this was the problem. Even 

though it was really unlikely that he would enter their yoga class, hearing his voice was 

enough for the women to leave the yoga room en masse. 

 

The room we left was so warm and welcoming. The yoga facilitator who had arrived 

early had set the room up beautifully. The room was warm and softly lit by the candles 

and its sharp corners were softened by the fresh flowers. The room I was in now was 

smaller, darker, cold and had no windows, let alone fresh flowers or candles. The 
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women, however, did all seem much more relaxed and were happily participating in 

yoga, albeit somewhat later than anticipated. 

 

 

 

Figure 41. Some of the yoga props that made up the women’s ‘yoga islands’ 

Photo credit: Farah (original in colour) 

 

The women had ensured that the women-only yoga class met their definition, rather 

than the Swedish definition of a women-only space. Such seemingly conflicting 

decisions meant that the women were perceived to be rigid, inflexible and a little 

extreme by the yoga facilitator. Yet the group decision to switch rooms contradicts the 

tropes of Muslim women’s gender segregation as oppression – rather here it was the 

opposite. Dima and the women demonstrated a fluidity and a ‘thinking on their feet’ 

not often captured in studies with Muslim women in sport (Agergaard, 2016). These 

studies instead focus on agency through a woman’s changing relationship with her 

hijab (e.g. Agergaard, 2016; Walseth, 2013). Yet focusing solely on the hijab renders 

the body aphysical (Samie 2013).  
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Few sport studies focus on Muslim women’s bodies as dynamic or active (with Jasmijn 

Rana’s (2017) kickboxing study being a notable exception). Focusing on how the 

women physically responded to the Swedish women-only yoga space revealed a 

complexity to the body. The women were seeking physical, mental, and soulful comfort 

in yoga (see also Chapter 4) and together, these were more important than just a 

feeling of physical comfort. The women together used their cultural and religious 

subjectivities to make yoga halal (see Chapter 4) again. This revealed a synergy 

between cultural aspects of their faith and comfort.  

 

The women’s insistence on a halal yoga class highlights (again) that the definition of 

modern postural yoga as a physical experience in the first typology of modern yoga 

(de Michelis, 2005) is too narrow, as other studies have suggested (Wildcroft, 2018). 

The women in my fieldwork demonstrated that their modern postural yoga class meant 

so much more than a sense of physical comfort, and was linked to an overall 

improvement in their wellbeing linked to their faith (Chapter 4). The women had in fact 

as hooks suggested earlier, ‘Found in spiritual practise a place of solace and 

sanctuary’ and created ‘a place for themselves where they can be with God without 

the intervention of men’ (2000b, p. 105). 

 

From these experiences, it was clear the women were (re)defining women-only 

spaces as a group. Towards the end of the fieldwork, the steering groups (Subsection 

3.3.1) requested a three-hour workshop on managing the aches and pains associated 

with fasting (sunset meal tummy aches, managing caffeine and nicotine pangs) and 

three different yoga shoots for their yoga exhibition. I decided to err on the side of 



 

327 

caution when booking a yoga space. To ensure the yoga studio was a women-only 

space I hired an entire yoga studio (reception, yoga room, bathrooms and kitchen) 

which had three separate and locked entrances from the street (Figure 42). I would be 

the only key holder, and the perplexed Swedish male studio owner agreed that if he 

needed to visit his studio, he would call me first.  

 

 

Figure 42. Numerous entrances participants went thorough before reaching the yoga 

room that was the original location of the researcher’s yoga workshops  

Photo credit: researcher (Original in colour) 
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The yoga workshop and photo shoots, however, were popular events and soon the 

yoga studio became too small to host them. Forty-two women registered for the 12-

spot yoga workshop. The only option was to move these events outside. Haya, 

however, informed me that the women would ‘never [practice] yoga outside’ (Haya, 

interview, 04.06.2018) and I was reminded of Reem’s annoyance with her husband, 

who had told her to ‘walk in the house’ (Reem, interview, 26.04.2018) because 

exercise outside is haram. I shared my concerns with the steering group and, to my 

utter surprise, they all suggested that I run the yoga workshop in the biggest public 

park in the city and the photo shoot one evening by the beach. 

 

This change in location however did come with new bodily rules regarding what yoga 

asanas they could practise in a mixed-sex space. It was confusing so I decided to ask 

Ranim, a decisive woman, in her interview: ‘We will be in a park. There might be some 

men about. Is that okay?’ Ranim raised her hands and eyebrows, dramatically in 

unison, looked me straight in the eye and made the following clear: ‘Okay, as long as 

we are not lying down, it is fine’ (Ranim, interview, 30.04.2018). I checked with Aya in 

her interview, who also stated that sitting down was haram when exercising in a mixed-

sex space. The shrillness I felt in Ranim’s and Aya’s voices when explaining the 

importance of not laying down was quite the opposite feeling I felt when I heard the 

soft sounds of their snoring laying down together after yoga held in the yoga studio 

(Section 6.3). And so I concluded that the women would participate in yoga in the park 

and at the beach, if I taught a standing class only.  
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In the end, all the women were happy to participate. This was even though I pointed 

out that men would still be in the park, and that en masse the women would draw 

attention to themselves – I could not hide everyone behind a tree. They did not care, 

as shown in their interpretations of tree asana during the yoga workshop as shown 

below!  

 

 

Figure 43. One of researchers yoga workshops with participants in vriksasana (tree asana) 

Photo credit: Mouna (original in colour) 

 

I ended up running a few yoga workshops in the park and I was soon to discover that 

categorising yoga asanas as haram/halal was very much a bodily matter and not 

always routed in everyday and subjective understandings of faith in resettlement. 

Given that within ‘embodied ways of knowing’ (Barbour, 2018) there are individual 

differences in knowing, the ‘50-plus’ aged ladies had a very different concept of 

haram/halal yoga asanas in mixed-sex spaces.  

YOGA WORKSHOPS TAUGHT BY RESEARCHER
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Maya, whom I only met once as she had refused to participate in yoga and the civic 

orientation programme, did however generously agree to be interviewed. When I 

asked why she was not participating in the programme, through pursed ‘flaming red’ 

lips (which impressively matched her nails, shoes and handbag), Maya explained: ‘I 

don’t know if you know this, but I am like rich, reeeeeeally rich, big house, big car, 

even I have swimming pool. This programme [civic orientation programme] I don’t 

need to do and I mean yoga at my age, come on, forget it’ (Maya, informal 

conversation, 27.04.2018). I explained that if she was to be interviewed it would be 

good if she at least tried yoga, and I invited Maya and her two friends who also had 

refused to attend the programme to give yoga a try the following day at my yoga 

workshop in the park. To my surprise they agreed.  

 

I interviewed Maya and her friends the day after the yoga workshop and asked what 

she thought of yoga. Maya, speaking on behalf of the three of them, sighed: ‘We all 

have pain in our hearts because we had to stand for a long time.’ This pain was all 

over their bodies, Maya explained. She ‘felt the pain from my shoulder. I was hurt, and 

my neck also. My back hurts the most’ (Maya, interview, 24.05.2018). I explained 

confidently that I did not teach seated or laying down asanas because they were 

haram in mixed-sex spaces. Maya curved an already perfectly arched eyebrow so it 

almost disappeared under her hijab, and slowly explained to me, like I was a five year 

old, that sitting and laying down in public is simply not haram for ‘50-plus’ ladies 

because: ‘Now we are getting older, our bones even are aching [from your yoga 

workshop]’ (Maya, interview, 24.05.2018). 
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The very different interpretation the women gave to certain yoga asanas as halal or 

haram demonstrated that, even when focusing on how yoga is experienced as a 

group, there are many ‘embodied ways of knowing’ based on the physical body itself. 

The pain felt by the older women is a reminder that Muslim bodies, while at times 

hidden underneath a hijab, are not aphysical, and of course share experiences with 

‘Western sporting women and their relationships with their bodies’ (Samie, 2013, p. 

257).  

 

The women’s clear explanations of how they would move in yoga highlights a flexibility 

and fusion between aspects of their cultural and religious backgrounds and yoga. 

Much like Muslim participants in Rana’s (2017) kickboxing study, the women too had 

set their participation in sport within seemingly religious parameters yet, upon closer 

inspection, such decisions were very much a bodily matter and related to feeling 

settled and secure in new and unsettling spaces. 

 

Furthermore, this experience served as a reminder of Hargreaves’ claim that ‘treating 

Muslim culture as uniform mystifies the multiple ways in which women interpret Islam 

and live their lives’ (2007, p. 74). Similarly, Hannah Lewis (2010) in her UK study of 

community dance events advised that  when discussing group experiences with forced 

migrants, researchers should not present another one-dimensional understanding of, 

in my case, women’s bodies on the move in yoga.  

 



 

332 

6.6 Creating halal and haram experiences in yoga and resettlement 

Beyond yoga there were spaces that the women conversely defined as haram and 

thus forbidden. For this analysis, I view the women’s relationship with cultural and 

religious aspects of their faith as dynamic, as also reflected in sport studies that focus 

on the flexibility to women’s faith-based decisions (Agergaard, 2016) often rooted in 

self-care (Walseth, 2013; Rana 2017). Laundry was an arduous task in Sweden and 

became a prime example of the women’s agency in deploying an everyday 

understanding of aspects of their faith and culture to their lives in resettlement. Next, 

I explore how the women enhanced their free time with their appropriation of laundry 

tasks as being haram. 

 

Noisy washing machines are not allowed in apartments and instead are tucked away 

in the apartment building’s basement in a locked room (Figure 44) with a machine on 

the door which residents used to book laundry slots between 8 am and 10 pm. To 

access these laundry rooms, your key fob unlocks four additional doors,83 while you 

walk along a twisted, dark and dank passage, past the bicycles and caged storage 

areas that held hidden corners. The laundry sessions were 40-minute slots, booked 

up to a week in advance. On the doors to the wash and drying rooms were separate 

electronic booking systems, which were never in sync and meant you could be waiting 

with your trolley of damp clothes for several hours.84 Worse still, if you decided to 

                                            

83 In my first apartment block, the laundry area doubled as a nuclear bunker as the landlord 
told me that the Swedes fear an invasion from the Russians. 
84 There was no lift from the basement to the apartments so you could not take your trolley of 
clothes back to your apartment and wait.  
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return to your apartment and wait for your drying slot, if you were a moment late back, 

the doors had already locked automatically after your 40-minute slot and you could 

only retrieve your clothes by booking another wash slot – often days later. There were 

also strict notices put up on how to look after the space collectively. Washing one load 

of clothes for one person spans a long afternoon or even several days, so for a family 

this would be an almost continuous task. 

 

In my apartment block, with mainly Iraqi nationals who arrived in Sweden in the 1990s, 

there were approximately 80 of us sharing five washing machines and two drying 

machines. My roommate and I were surprised we never saw women in the laundry 

rooms. When I shared this with Lely after her interview, she laughed and, leaning in, 

whispered: ‘Didn’t I know the Arab women’s secret?’ Lely was obliged to use 

unpleasant laundry rooms; however, she had managed, on ‘religious grounds’, to get 

her husband to do the family washing. Lely had been told by established Arab 

residents to tell her husband that, as an observant Muslim woman ‘the laundry rooms 

were mixed-sex spaces, and so (sadly!) it is just not possible for me to do the laundry’ 

(Lely, informal conversation, 04.06.2018).  

 

This appropriation of space has now been instilled in Arab culture since Iraqis came 

to Sweden in the 1990s! This clever manoeuvring of laundry tasks enhanced Lely’s 

free time too. Lely dryly shared: ‘While my husband is washing the clothes, I make us 

a coffee. I am waiting. Coffee getting cold. I drink my coffee! Where is this man [sighs 

dramatically]? So again, I make myself (and him) another coffee!’ (Lely, informal 

conversation, 04.06.2018). 
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Figure 44. Swedish laundry facilities in researchers apartment block  

Photo credit: researcher (original in colour) 

 

(Re)gendering spaces clearly went beyond women-only yoga spaces to include the 

laundry. While the women seemingly appeared rigid in their earlier conception of 
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women-only spaces, by ‘hanging out’ (Ibrahim, 2008) with them during laundry times, 

I captured a fluidity to decisions made regarding gender-neutral spaces. The women 

were savvy; they were adhering to the dominant patriarchal mores to their advantage.  

 

Banah, like so many of the women, had complained of sore shoulders and low energy 

resulting from her heavy domestic workload in her home country (Section 5.1). This 

demonstrated how laundry decisions revealed a self-care strategy not related to faith, 

yet presented as a faith-based decision. With the tiring full-time requirements of the 

civic orientation programme along with the shockingly arduous task of washing 

clothes, a new and urgent importance had been attributed to bodily comfort and free 

time. This manifested as the (re)appropriation of laundry tasks in resettlement. This 

more positive aspect of resettlement (compared to Section 6.5) has been passed down 

over the decades to new Muslim migrants. 

 

Focusing on the laundry tasks, I have established that, while yoga was deployed by 

the civic orientation programme for salvation, the women were already taking good 

care of themselves together. Focusing on this collective and intergenerational 

appropriation of laundry tasks blurs the patriarchal undercurrents of the civic 

orientation programme’s trajectories of the disempowered/empowered refugee 

woman. The women held an agency in their laundry tasks and they also brought this 

agency in resettled lives to yoga, as established by how they collectively came to 

define yoga as halal/haram based on their bodies (Section 5.4) and the context in 

which yoga was taught (Section 4.2). 
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By focusing on an everyday understanding of Islamic faith and culture in different 

aspects of their lives, it is clear they had shifted some normative practices from their 

countries to enhance their free time and wellbeing. The women’s collective use of their 

everyday domestic spaces challenged the stereotypical view of Muslim wives as 

subordinate or powerless. Revealing how the women drew on cultural aspects of their 

faith to (re)appropriate an everyday understanding held by Sham men of their lives in 

resettlement demonstrates a careful, yet intentional, management of their activities to 

enhance their wellbeing in resettlement. This is in line with studies by Lewis (2010) of 

community dance events and by De Martini Ugolotti (2020) on music making. Both 

capture a similar dynamism to aspects of (re)settlement but in different domains. Faith 

was not an abstract concept for this group of women and focusing on an everyday 

understanding of faith from the women’s perspective has revealed a flexibility and 

agency to faith-based decisions in resettlement. 

 

In the yoga courses, the women did however take charge of keeping their 

surroundings clean. In both fieldwork locations (Greece and Sweden), the women 

made a collective decision that yoga mats must be clean. The women always seemed 

to be in a process of engaging with and rearranging their environment, to keep it halal 

or, as Mary Douglas states in her book Purity and Danger (1966/2003), to make it 

conform to their idea of how it should be. Next, I explore how they did this. 
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In Sweden, unlike in most UK85 yoga studios, after each yoga class participants 

cleaned their mats (and the room itself) with disinfectant. Ranim observed that the 

yoga space was ‘not so clean’ and ‘should be more neat and clean because this is 

supposed to be a place that you just feel comfortable or more relaxed’ (Ranim, 

interview, 30.04.2018). Consequently, the women implemented the additional 

measure of disinfecting each other’s yoga mats prior to yoga.  

 

In the refugee camp in Greece (my original fieldwork location), another ingenious 

approach to keeping the yoga mats clean was taken. In this refugee camp located on 

the outskirts of a hillside town, over 1,000 Yazidis were resting before hiking through 

the Bulgarian mountains to Northern Europe and ultimately Sweden or Germany. The 

women were living in old metal shipping containers and informed me they had no 

running hot water and there was a long walk then an enormous queue to one 

communal cold water tap. Adjacent to the camp, on scrubland was a women-only tent 

(Figure 5), funded by the Mormons. In this tent, I taught yoga classes daily to Yazidi 

women who were victim-survivors86 of sexual assault. The yoga mats were on the dirt 

floor of the tent (Figure 5) and, because I was concerned about the dirt, since there 

were 20 yoga mats and I lived (and could access water) a 40-minute walk away, I 

taught standing yoga asanas only.  

 

                                            

85  Pre-COVID! 
86 Victim-survivor, a person who has experienced a traumatic event. 
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The women, however, became insistent that the yoga mats should be spotless. One 

night, they took all the yoga mats and the next day, to my surprise (as I thought they 

wanted to sleep on them), the women arrived with an old and wobbly wheelbarrow 

(Figure 45) with very clean if a little damp yoga mats in it! Cleaning all those mats 

under one cold tap, then drying them in the cold damp mountain air took all evening. 

Nadia, a 19-year-old women rights activist, who followed an English-language US 

YouTube channel, shared with an unexpected New York drawl:  

 

Dirt is not nice, we don’t want it on us during this carpet [yoga] exercises, 
nor during sleeping or eating. We will take these carpets [yoga mats] 
every day to clean. At home we women are all together like this [in the 
women-only space] but never in this dirt. Our houses are spotless, not 
like here where they put us like animals. (Nadia, informal conversation, 
07.02.2018) 

 

 

Figure 45. Wheelbarrow laden with yoga mats in Greece 

Photo credit: researcher (original in colour) 

 

 

The problem is that, despite being clean, the yoga mats were laid out on a floor that 

the women perceived to be dirty. In establishing their own mat-washing ritual before 
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each class, the women were thus transforming the yoga class into how they thought it 

should be, as Douglas would surmise. This nightly ritual of washing the yoga mats 

created a moral symbol (Douglas, 1966), based on the women’s collective definition 

of a yoga practice as one free from dirt. Dirt, however, is not matter; instead it 

represents a failure of things and is a metaphoric category for all things that smudge, 

muddle or contradict socially constructed categories (Douglas, 1966). In this case, in 

line with Douglas’ (1966) concept of the body as in a process of constant engagement 

in its world, the women were rejecting the wider conceptual framing of them as forced 

migrants and ‘less than human’. The group ritual of cleaning the mats suspended 

these conceptual structures that ordinarily defined their lives as forced migrants in a 

refugee camp living Agamben’s (1998) narrative of the ‘bare life’ of the refugee.  

 

Sometimes the women’s group rituals were also relatable to their Muslim faith. Next, I 

explore wudu, which offers an embodied domain to investigate how women made 

sacred the mundane rhythms of their almost daily yoga classes.  Stepping into the 

yoga studio, there was a long queue for the gender-neutral washroom. I found this 

surprising as the women always insisted on coffee in McDonalds because this was 

only café in the city with gender-segregated washrooms. Reem, Haya, Karima, Dima 

and Assel were always in the queue for the washroom. Each rushed into the 

washroom, hunched over, eyes to the ground, shoulders to her ears. Then shortly 

after, they emerged, head up, smiling at everyone and swished off to the yoga room. 

Reem in particular had an aura that seemed calm and graceful. 
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Dima explained to me that the women were enacting the ritual of wudu and that wudu 

is:  

A method to make sure the body is clean and awake to greet or 
reconnect with God before prayer. In fact, there is science which telling 
me that it absolutely purifies all my organs in me body. I must do this 
before yoga, to make myself ready for yoga. (Dima, informal 
conversation, 06.04.2018) 

 

Some of the ‘old Muslims’ (more pious women), as Dima liked to call them, needed to 

infuse the yoga space with an atmosphere of permissibility by carrying out wudu, to 

create a pleasant space for all. This was because the older women still saw yoga as 

haram (Section 4.2). Dima explained: ‘I used to tell them that yoga is a ritual. But it is 

not religious, just something to make to make you feel more calm, more relaxed’ 

(Dima, interview, 25.04.2018).  

 

The older women took responsibility for group wellbeing by creating (another) newly 

established sacred compatibility between yoga and Muslim faith and culture. And yet, 

despite wudu being a prominent part of the women’s yoga experience, unless I asked, 

not one person mentioned it during their interviews, highlighting again the importance 

of including the body as a site of knowledge in my ethnographic approach. 

 

Enacting wudu outside of the mosque demonstrated that rituals are dynamic and fluid, 

and interact with new resettlement contexts. Yet given that most forced migrants are 

from Muslim-majority countries (UNHCR, 2018) and over half of the women in the 

world define themselves as religious (Chakraborty, 2017), faith-driven rituals remain a 

rare prism through which processes of continuity and change in a forced migration 
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context can be observed. Exploring the bodily practice of wudu opened further areas 

for consideration in relation to taken-for-granted assumptions, noted in many sport 

studies on Muslim women and/or in refugee integration programmes, as beholders of 

inflexible cultural and/or faith-based practices in resettlement contexts. Rather ,here it 

was the opposite. Furthermore, the importance the women placed on wudu calls into 

question (again) De Michelis’ (2005) definition of postural yoga practices in the first 

typology of modern yoga as a practice fuelled with little or no devotion (De Michalis, 

2005, 2008). 

 

6.6.1 Mobile phone usage 

To keep the heterotopic (Foucault, 1967/1986) yoga space halal, however, required 

more than the before/after affect of a ritual, which as noted earlier is one way to open 

or close a yoga heterotopia (Subsection 2.12.4; Section 4.2). Maintaining a particular 

atmosphere in yoga still required a carefully curated and ongoing management. Next, 

I present a ritual the women developed in relation to mobile phone usage.  

 

Over time mobile phone usage before class lessened, which I found surprising as 

initially the women had ignored all cues from the yoga studio directors to dampen their 

noise including the earlier mentioned pictorial ‘no phone’ notices (Figure 36). Yara 

stood at the entrance to the yoga studio to make sure women’s phones were switched 

off before allowing the women to enter. In her interview, Yara explained why she stood 

at the entrance: 
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If you go yoga and you’re waiting for a phone call, just don’t go yoga! … 
But you all come and you are all talking inside. I mean, you can talk but 
just do it outside [in the courtyard]. So be quiet. You know. Like when 
you go to a temple. You go and you have to be quiet because it is a place 
for you to be in contact with the person [divine] or whatever. Some 
spaces need to respected. (Yara, interview, 04.06.2018) 

 

It was not just the noise that was of concern. Ranim explained: ‘The radiation of the 

device coming from the mobile is a very negative vibe that affects the place and the 

atmosphere’ (Ranim, interview, 30.04.2018). After Yara had let the women in, while 

their mobile phones remained firmly glued to their ears, hijabi style (Figure 34), those 

who were on the phone had ended their call. Ranim and Dima realised, though, that 

some women had not ended their calls and began to stand at the entrance to the yoga 

room itself and informed those entering: ‘If you want to talk … do it outside and do it 

quietly, so I can get most benefits of yoga’ (Dima, interview, 25.04.2018).  

 

While as a group there was a definite shift towards reconceptualising phones as 

haram in yoga, this did not represent a move away from their connections with home 

towards a new sense of home in exile. This would position the women in line with the 

many before/after tramlines of refugee integration programmes that this PhD seeks to 

dismantle (Section 2.12.5) and anyway is far too simplistic. Everyone has a deeply 

personal and intuitive sense of home. Instead, the women shared a lack of home 

rather than a sense of home and in their turn, away from their mobile phones, were 

remaking ‘what it is they might yet have in common’ (Ahmed, 1999, p. 329), in this 

case a peaceful, radiation-free yoga space. This flexibility to lives lived in resettlement 

challenges the normative dichotomies of home/exile, before/after and here/there that 

create separation, division and enhance a sense of other (Section 2.12.5). 
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6.6.2 Creating and maintaining ‘positive energy’ in yoga 

Still further management was required beyond mobile phone usage. The women 

collectively began to manage what they termed ‘energy’ in yoga. The ‘positive energy’ 

they all strived to experience was similar to the ‘peaceful embodiment’ experienced 

by participants of Rhodes’ (2015) TCTSY study. The women however were not 

building an individual sense of peaceful embodiment alone; instead, they were 

curating positive energy together by their careful management of energy and 

emotions. This joint collaboration in maintaining positive energy was shown in the 

naming of one of their photo exhibition choices (Figure 46). 

 

 

 

Figure 46. Exhibition photo: ‘Making positive energy together in yoga’  

Photo credit: researcher (original in colour) 

 

This was in line with the uncomplicated social interaction most sought when attending 

yoga classes (Wildcroft, 2018). It is important to explore this further as, despite yoga 

being almost always practised in a group, it is a rare focus in yoga studies (Nevrin, 

2008) especially, as Chapter 2 noted, in phenomenological and TCTSY studies.  
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Assel explained how negative energy feels:  

 

I lost all the things that I have in Syria. Family and house … And here I 
am alone. So that makes me not optimistic. And I didn’t see anything 
good in the coming life … For some things, I didn’t have the brave[ry] to 
do it. I feel ashamed. (Assel, interview, 13.05.2018) 

 

Dima explained that negative energy is linked to a lack of control: ‘We mostly live our 

lives without even thinking because we are usually grabbed by our thoughts. The 

thoughts that control us, not us controlling them’ (Dima, interview, 25.04.2018). Myssa 

shared that this lack of control found in negative energy had affected her salah: 

 

The real prayer make, me feel more peace inside. Being nervous person, 
while I am praying that means I are not praying good. So if I am nervous, 
I am a Muslim only printed in a card [i.e. going through the mechanics 
but not feeling the benefits]. And all my belief in the Middle East has one 
starting point which is make me feel peace inside. (Myssa, interview, 
13.05.2018) 

 

Over time, many of the women practising yoga released negative energy, yet this did 

require careful management. Kamar shared that yoga was an opportunity to ‘Just, let 

go and get rid of all the negative energy. Throw it out of your body as the body is so 

stressed’ (Kamar, interview, 30.04.2018). The problem with that was others noticed 

and felt this negative energy, which they were keen to avoid. Lely shared: ‘I was 

surrounded by many negative people and I have lots of negative things going on in my 

mind’ (Lely, Interview 04.06.2018). Amira explained this in the context of looking for 

new friends in yoga: ‘Yeah. I don’t like to be friends with someone who’s sad all the 
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time. When I want to speak with someone, I want someone to always smile’ (Amira, 

interview, 26.04.2018). 

 

It was clear that building positive energy was important and something many of the 

women focused on. Kamar explained: 

 

It is all the bad things we [Sham people] always think about. Bad 
memory, like overthinking because, like, when you have nice and calm 
thinking in your mind, it is very healthy for your body also. When you 
have these bad thoughts it just brings more diseases to your body. So 
when you have positive thinking it is like you’re building your body in a 
good way. (Kamar, interview, 30.04.2018) 

 

Nour shared that yoga:  

 

Gives me more energy to go through the day. Of course, I have to go to 
school and just do shopping and cooking. I had someone to help me at 
home when I was at Syria – a housekeeper and even a driver. Now I 
have to do everything by myself. I need that energy to go through the 
day because I live alone now. I have to do everything by herself. I am 
not used to it. (Nour, interview, 09.05.2018)  

 

Many of the women needed the energy that being together in yoga gave them. 

Consequently, they often chided each other if this collective positive energy was 

disturbed. Dima recalled her response after witnessing one irate woman in yoga who 

had just had a fight with her husband: 

 

So, I turned and told her, ‘Please, I know this is too much for you but you 
don’t really have to pass it to all of us because now we’re all stressed 
and we’re all nervous … So, you need to let it go. Like, don’t say it to 
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anyone and don’t tell your friends about it because then you’re gonna 
pass negative energy to them.’ (Dima, interview, 06.04.2018)  

 

Soon, many began to advise each other on how to manage their nervous energy 

through how they moved their bodies, by tip toeing and moving calmly and predictably 

in yoga. Dima also advised: ‘Not have a very harsh reaction to other people and also 

not to say bad words. Instead be strongly thinking new [positive] thoughts, bringing 

new thoughts to the [yoga] environment and try to live by them’ (Dima, interview, 

25.04.2018). Dima reflected on her resettlement process: 

 

There is like something good waiting for me [in Sweden]. And that’s what 
I try also to tell to women [in the yoga class], to make them feel more 
reliable in the process of integrating in this country and adapting to the 
new situations and circumstances … And now there’s a really nice 
calmness and energy in the class. (Dima, interview, 25.04.2018) 

 

Under scrutiny I came to recognise what they meant by this ‘energy’. Rather than a 

purely positive individual feeling of being calm and impenetrable; a state that they 

associated with the classical male yogi (Section 4.2), they experienced a fluid range 

of emotions. In focusing on being positive together they were reconnecting with and 

expressing a new sense of self at a metaphysical level. For the women, the opportunity 

to control their bodies and the space around them in the yoga class altered the way in 

which they operated, not just in the class itself but also in myriad ways outside the 

class with greater confidence and self-possession (Subsection 5.4.4). 

 

Thus, unlike the hegemonic perceptions of Muslim women as disempowered and fixed 

in their faith and practices, the women exhibited fluidity and flexibility in the yoga class 
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and beyond that not only revealed their full human complexity, but also demonstrated 

that they were drawing on an innate sense of power, agency, and choice together. 

They were responding to yoga not simply as a physical exercise (as many Western 

practitioners that dominant yoga studies might do), but in a holistic manner, bringing 

body, mind, and soul into their practice in line with the difficult to document and seldom 

heard philosophical definition of yoga.  

 

The women’s adaptability and fluidity to express and manage group emotions was not 

an expression of erratic or nervous behaviour but rather a true expression of strength 

and confidence created as a group. As an Arabic saying the women often quoted goes: 

‘Do not be too soft, lest you be squeezed; do not be too hard, lest you be broken’ (Ali 

ibn Abi Talib). 

 

The shared experiences of forced migration and resettlement, however, did leave 

many feeling, at best, depleted and exhausted. Being with others was a restorative 

outlet. This, however, required careful and ongoing group management as emotions 

are not a private matter, and instead are, as Ahmed (2004) states, shared and felt 

together. And, defining healing in its broadest terms, I am reminded of hooks’ point 

that: ‘Rarely if ever, are any of us healed in isolation. Healing is an act of communion’ 

(1999, p.215).  

 

Together the women held a religious and/or cultural motivation to make the yoga 

space physically and atmospherically halal for all. Using Douglas’ (1966) concept of 

the body as ever engaged in its world, it is clear that focusing on the process of 
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resettlement from this perspective has disrupted the normative understanding of the 

female forced migrant as passive and lacking, which this PhD seeks to dismantle. The 

women’s collective approach to energy shifted the use of yoga as a therapeutic 

practice (Hamburger et al., 2018) for women with problematic and disconnected 

bodies towards Douglas’ (1966) understanding of the body as engaged in its world.  

 

Energy and emotions are never held in one individual as there is a ‘relationship 

between the psychic and the social, and between the individual and the collective’ 

(Ahmed, 2004, p. 27). There is always an emotional and energetic relationship 

between the individual and the collective. The collective dynamic in yoga muddles the 

focus of the individual narratives of refugee integration programmes that position 

women’s bodies as a problem to be solved rather than a resource to be tapped into. 

This is important as there is a growing trend to prescribe yoga to individuals with 

problematic, precarious bodies and lives (2.1). This collective perspective presents an 

alternative to the individual therapeutic focus of yoga found in numerous quantitative 

medical and psychological yoga studies. The women’s collective management of 

keeping the yoga mats clean or the yoga practise halal, presents a more expansive 

set of bodily experiences in yoga, than the current focus on better health and 

employability. This signals there is much more to be found in Muslims women’s 

everyday understandings and embodied negotiations of their faith. 

 

6.7 Conclusion(s) 

The collective dynamic in yoga muddled the focus of the individual narratives of the 

Swedish civic orientation programme that this chapter seeks to problematise. 
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Focusing on more interconnected ways of being together (un)intentionally complicated 

some existing assumptions, trajectories, and discourses on the female Muslim forced 

migrants’ journeys towards resettlement, mentioned in Chapter 5. Taking cues from 

the women’s group embodied yoga experiences, I have captured a complexity to their 

navigation in resettlement. While the women were subject to regulation, surveillance, 

and discipline, as a group they resisted (e.g., arranging for the register to be signed 

and skipping class), reproduced (in laundry spaces), constructed, managed (in the 

case of women-only spaces, rituals and energy maintenance), and contested (rejected 

the Swedish definition of women-only spaces) their position as traumatised, weak, and 

vulnerable.  

 

Collective experiences in yoga serve as a reminder to move away from biopolitical 

policy-driven categories that privilege forced migration as the primary explanatory 

factor and that underpin policy practice. These experiences are, however, difficult to 

quantify and consequently are seldom captured in outcome-driven humanitarian aid 

programmes focused on quantifiable data.  

 

The many cultural and faith-based interpretations of how the women together made 

sense of their bodies in yoga contest the simplistic, dominant rhetoric that the women 

merely followed the established humanitarian aid programme trajectories from before 

to after, here to there, from broken to fixed, and nervous to stable. Instead, they 

retrieved and embedded in their new lives essential components of their former lives 

with aspects and aspirations of their new lives in Sweden. Importantly, focusing on a 

group dynamic has moved the conversation beyond dominant yoga and refugee 
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integration narratives that deploy yoga as a tool to de-stress women’s bodies and 

improve health and productivity (Vertinsky, 2012, 2014; Singleton, 2010).  

 

The women’s collective experiences of yoga are a reminder of the many similarities 

among us – we all seek comfort and friends and use embodied rituals to banish our 

everyday worries. Such similarities, often rooted in our bodies and emotions, offer a 

more familiar domain in which to explore lives lived in resettlement. In disrupting these 

normative narratives that other forced migrant women and squeeze women’s bodies 

into problematic policy categories, it becomes easier to remember the connections, 

rather than the disconnects, that we all share. And crucially, this focus on the collective 

impact of yoga highlights the artificial conceptual and policy categories that continue 

to separate and divide those on the move in forced migration. It is imperative to 

recognise the similarities among us as I have noticed a growing trend in yoga studies 

to focus on yoga as a remedy for certain ‘problematised’ populations (Douglass, 2010; 

Godrej; 2022; Muirhead & Fortune, 2015; Clark et al., 2014). This trend will further 

marginalise already marginalised groups.  

 

Ultimately, the women’s complex and ambivalent relationship with compulsory yet 

choice-based yoga courses, and their creative capacity to carve out a meaningful 

space within them to practice faith and self-care, is indicative of their resourcefulness 

and agency. Capturing such subtle, barely there aspects of lives lived in resettlement 

is key in the hegemony of ‘Fortress Europe’.  
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Together, these three findings chapters have made clear that the civic orientation 

programme’s drive to fix trauma through the mind/body practice of yoga implicitly 

silenced women’s experiences in yoga. My research approach to prioritise women’s 

experiences is also a political choice because it muddles the narrative that female 

forced migrants exemplify pain, trauma and social tensions. As Hosseini (2018) writes 

in his homage to the mainly Syrians crossing the sea in dinghies: 

 

Pray God steers the vessel true,  
When the shores slip out of eyeshot,  
and we are a flyspeck, in the heaving waters,  
pitching and tilting, easily swallowed. 
(Sea Prayer, Hosseini, 2018) 
 

 

Next, I present the many conclusions to this thesis which draw on these three findings 

chapters that have offered embodied, situated, interconnected and everyday 

understandings of yoga in a refugee integration programme. Together, these findings 

demonstrate how imperative it is to include women’s insights and understandings of 

yoga when developing future refugee integration programmes. 
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Chapter 7 

Conclusion(s) 

 

In this final chapter of the thesis I summarise my main findings and the original 

contributions I have made. I articulate the need for, and significance of, my research, 

and reflect on the contested nature of the Swedish civic orientation program. I present 

an agenda for making a difference, based on my findings, and then make my 

concluding comments. 

 

7.1 The need for and significance of the research in the thesis 

The purpose of this thesis was to gain insight into the lived experiences of female 

Muslim forced migrants in yoga courses held within a refugee integration program, as 

their experiences are seldom heard. My literature review established a gap in 

knowledge and research on the perspectives of Middle Eastern Muslim refugee 

women in yoga and physical activity settings. The significance of my research is the 

contributions I have made to studies of yoga, physical activities in refugee integration 

programs and physical cultures. 

 

Examining the experiences of a group who had not elected to participate in yoga and 

not typically included in yoga literature generated new insights and fresh, alternative 

interpretations of the yoga experience in both fashionable urban yoga studios and 

refugee integration programs (Subsection 3.2.1).  In my fieldwork study, the women 
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were new to Sweden and had limited understanding of what yoga was. Consequently, 

unlike most other yoga participants in yoga studies (Section 2.2), they were not 

influenced by Western social media images or the Western magazine covers (Hinz et 

al., 2021; Dolezal, 2011; Merskin, 2011; Strings et al., 2019; Webb et al., 2017a, 

2017b).   Crucially the women had no awareness of the importance of the male yoga 

lineages of most modern postural yoga classes taught in Western yoga studios. 

Therefore, they did not recognise yoga as a prescribed practise passed down from 

‘guru’ to student. This, along with my intentional fieldwork decision to choose a yoga 

practise known as TCTSY, which is outside of this male lineage, and advocates a non 

‘guru’ led, choice-based yoga experience, perfectly positioned the women to actively 

interrogate yoga in new and unexpected ways, despite the compulsory context in 

which yoga was shared. The women forged interconnected ways of being in yoga and 

together they contest the individual narrative that problematises this group. This is the 

significance of my research.  

 

The women’s descriptions of yoga as offering increased flexibility, focus and control 

of breath and body, demonstrated that yoga did indeed improve physical health and 

enhance wellbeing and this is reflected in the findings of numerous quantitative yoga 

studies.   However, how the women interpreted yoga was different to what is espoused 

by standard yoga discourses. They felt much more than physical impact in yoga and 

the most significant impact was their faith.  
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7.2 Reflections on the contested nature of the civic orientation 

program 

It was my intention to find an ethical and physical yoga practise, specially deployed for 

female forced migrants, and it was refreshing to be welcomed into the women-only 

yoga courses in the Swedish civic orientation program. Yet beneath the warm glow of 

the yoga studio environment that fostered better health and wellbeing, the power 

dynamics of the civic orientation program were hidden. As examined in this thesis, the 

subtle power dynamics were detrimental to the women’s resettlement trajectories, and 

herein lay the contested nature of the civic orientation program. 

 

Sweden, unlike most European nations, kept its borders open during the ‘long 

summer’ of 2015 (Section 1.1). This seemingly humanitarian act, however, was rooted 

in a belief that those fleeing war would be an economic boom to Sweden’s ailing 

economy and aging population (Section 2.5). This was reflected in the civic orientation 

book recommendation, to find a job and fast (Severinsson & Sandahl, 2017, p. 14). 

And yet none of the women were gainfully employed as the program was held in the 

economically deprived area. Furthermore, employment in Sweden is unlikely among 

migrants, especially female migrants (Joyce, 2017). In relation to health, the program 

was equally problematic. While studies note that women are usually directed to health 

programs and men to economic ones (Joyce, 2017), the women were placed under a 

‘double burden’ to do both, as they were enrolled in yoga, to remedy trauma held in 

their bodies from forced migration and war. Such a focus on women exaggerated their 

traumahood (2.5) and became a means to augment victimhood (Fassin & Rechtman, 
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2009), and thus reinforce the wider held normative and one-dimensional narrative, of 

the female forced migrant. 

 

Such scarce employment opportunities and the positioning of the women’s bodies as 

traumatised and precarious, kept them, as mentioned earlier, in ‘a condition of 

permanent transition to peace’ (Khan, 2016a, p. 94).  The aim of such refugee 

integration programs is not to create a nation for all, as noted in the literature (Section 

2.12.3); the aim is to create a nation for some. And this notion is very much embodied. 

In Sweden, the women were participating in yoga at a time when their municipality 

was trying to ban the hijab in public spaces, and their ‘embodied signals’, such as 

spoken accents and skin colours kept them at arm’s length from the healthy Swedish 

body politic. Their non-normative start position, remained hidden under ‘sugar coated’ 

exclusionary discourses as also noted by McCluskey (2017) in her study of a Swedish 

refugee integration program (Section 2.10). My analysis of embodied agency 

revealed, however, that women too had placed importance on their health and in 

taking in charge of their bodies through yoga, they were meeting the civic orientation 

program objective to be well.  

 

This political positioning of women’s trauma as ‘over there’ demonstrates how the 

Swedish government had seemingly fulfilled its obligations under the Geneva 

Convention. The political purposing of yoga as a tool for economic viability and stress 

reduction, however, also impeded the women’s ability to move forward. The attention 

to improved health and employment put the onus on the female forced migrant to take 
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responsibility for her life in resettlement. And this shifts focus from the negative impact 

that asylum policies, processes and spaces had on her achieving this in resettlement. 

 

The aim of the civic orientation program was not to move participants towards self-

sufficiency and this intention stands in contrast to most studies of physical cultures in 

refugee integration programs. Instead, as mentioned earlier, the aim was to keep 

participants at arm’s length from the host populations in never ending iterations of 

yoga courses (Subsection 2.12.3).  Women had been politically positioned in yoga to 

meet unattainable employment and health targets. Consequently, other aspects of 

their lives beyond their forced migration category were ignored (Subsection 5.4.2), as 

these aspects simply did not chime with the disempowering and essentailising political 

rhetoric of the resettlement program.  

 

Women’s bodily experiences in yoga were no longer personal; they had become 

political. This political purposing of yoga meant that the embodied agency the women 

revealed in yoga, was overlooked. Through their active and embodied engagement 

with yoga (Section 7.3) the women had re-appropriated it as halal, and embraced 

aspects of Swedish life that was new to them, such as the concept of ‘me-time’ and  

an active life beyond 50 as Banah put it, participating in yoga, made her feel like a ‘big 

business woman’.  

 

At times the women resisted aspects of the yoga course, and the reasons underlying 

their resistance was also ignored. During Ramadan, the women had slowed down their 

movements to maintain their fast, a change in tempo that was often interpreted as 
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demonstrative of the passive female forced migrant in trauma.  Sometimes the 

women’s resistance to aspects of the yoga courses were political – bold, disruptive yet 

non-violent – responses to the wider power dynamics of forced migration. They 

created a dirt-free (Section 6.6) comfortable (Section 6.3) and sociable (Section 6.2) 

yoga space. Their resistance was embodied, used as a tool to chisel away at their 

uncomfortable political positioning in an unjust forced migration system.  

 

This pinpoints my main contestation of the Swedish civic orientation program: that it 

prioritises economic revival and the fulfilment of the Geneva Convention’s 

humanitarian principles (Section 2.5; 2.12.3) over these expressed needs and acts of 

agency. While we all inhabit a body and we all strive to be well, the political positioning 

of women’s bodies in yoga coupled with their own ‘embodied signals’ of accent, skin 

colour and hijab, escalated the sense of other. And this sense of other binds together 

the wider disempowering narratives, that further marginalise and disconnect, the 

female forced migrant in her resettlement context.   

 

Such disconnects, propped up by the narrative of the wider power dynamic, hid the 

myriad different ways the women resisted and appropriated yoga to enhance their 

wellbeing. The women were, using their own agency to adjust to their new lives in 

Sweden and making connections to their (re)settled lives, and on their terms. They 

had (un)intentionally contested the many dichotomies (broken–fixed, here–there, 

before–after, imbalanced–in lagom) that positioned them as lacking in the deficient-

driven paradigm of their refugee integration programme. 
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In my research, I have showcased and celebrated the women’s embodied agency in 

yoga and the connections it enabled in resettlement. In doing so, I revealed the subtle 

power dynamics which were hidden under the softly lit yoga room. In amplifying 

embodied agency, I contribute to dismantling the essentialist rhetoric, that seeks to 

further divide and discriminate, and push women onto never-ending resettlement 

treadmills.  

 

7.3 Summary of key findings 

My key findings de-emphasise Sweden’s political framing of yoga as an enabler of 

economic capability or enhanced health by focusing on exactly happened in yoga by 

how the women choose to engage in it. The key points are as follows: 

 

Forced migrants are not a predefined group of people 

Emphasising the diversity of lived experiences in yoga revealed a myriad of personal 

(his)stories and a complexity to the Swedish resettlement process and that legal 

immigration categories are artificial. The women’s small movements in yoga, 

challenged the curated narrative of a homogenous large scale mass on the move.  

 

Faith usually helped rather than hindered yoga participation  

The women’s relationship between faith and yoga has given a richer understanding of 

what can be revealed in yoga beyond the political positioning of yoga as a tool for 

economic viability and improved wellbeing. 
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The women had an active and everyday relationship with faith. 

The women were active in their faith-based appropriations of yoga and rejected or re-

appropriated yoga according to their needs and desires, with most87 viewing aspects 

of yoga as a harem or halal practise, in accordance with their own religious 

interpretations. It was this active engagement with yoga that led to a sense of control, 

both in yoga and ultimately in their everyday lives. This countered the hegemonic 

Western perceptions of Muslim women as disempowered and fixed in their faith and 

practices. 

 

Examining seldom considered aspects of faith offered a richer understanding of how 

Muslim women may choose to participate in yoga and other physical cultures. 

A more everyday, embodied and situated understanding of faith exposed 

characteristics of faith rarely recognised in physical cultures, both inside refugee 

integration programs and sport in general.  

 

Creating comfort together in yoga in a forced migration system that caused harm 

Together, the women infused the yoga courses with familiar cultural and religious 

aspects of their faith and everyday lives to enhance their collective wellbeing (Section 

6.3), in an otherwise relentlessly challenging forced migration setting.  

 

                                            

87 There were two Christian women and the Yazidi women in Greece. 
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My qualitative ethnographic research, has been fruitful in producing rich 

understanding(s) of women’s lived experiences of yoga within a Swedish refugee 

resettlement programme from the perspective of the women themselves. These 

empirical findings demonstrate a richness to the women’s collective, as well as 

individual, appropriations of yoga by documenting how they blended all aspects of 

their lives into their yoga practice, most notably religious aspects.  

 

7.4 Original contributions to knowledge 

The following original empirical contributions to knowledge, address the lack of 

knowledge regarding participants’ experiences of refugee integration programs.  

 

Pain and trauma(s) held in the bodies of female forced migrants is not just linked to 

forced migration.  

While it is important to note that the ‘body keeps the score’ in trauma recovery (van 

der Kolk, 2014), the same body also contains the tapestry of lives already lived 

(Section 5.4.2) 

 

Muslim women have much more to offer physical cultures than clothing choice and a 

perceived insistence on women-only spaces.  

The women’s embodied appropriations of faith offered more than the gender and hijab 

matrix that is focused on in physical cultures studies. A more everyday understanding 
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of faith revealed aspects of faith seldom acknowledged in physical cultures both inside 

refugee integration programs and physical cultures in general.  

 

Towards the burgeoning body of TCTSY literature, my research made two key 

contributions:  

 

• Non verbal communication is an important aspect of participants 

experiences of TCTSY and should be included 

While TCTSY places a much-needed focus on the recovery of the body in 

trauma, it has been criticised for placing little emphasis on non-verbal 

communication (Black, 2020).  My empirical findings demonstrated the 

importance of including non-verbal communication to create a predictable 

and calm TCTSY space (Section 4.2).  

 

• Situating yoga experiences in their wider political context reveals a 

political agency to participants’ decisions that are seldom captured in 

TCTSY and quantitative yoga studies  

My fieldwork study was the first study conducted outside of the paid-for 

courses held by TCTSY scholar-practitioners at the Justice Institute, where 

TCTSY was founded and is based (Subsection 3.2.1). My research 

politicised some of the women’s yoga experiences by situating them in their 

wider power dynamic (Section 7.3) and this an original contribution, to this 

growing body of TCTSY work.  
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It also offers an original contribution to a small but growing number of physical culture 

studies that do acknowledge the power dynamic in refugee integration programmes 

(Spaaij, et al., 2019).  

 

A modern postural yoga practise generates reaps more than physical results  

The women’s faith-based experiences in yoga fuelled a contentious debate in yoga 

studies regarding whether a physical practise can be felt as a religious experience. 

The women’s experiences call into question the first typology of modern yoga (De 

Michelis, 2005) and its accompanying definition of a ‘modern postural yoga’ class as 

being a predominately physical practice. Their faith-based experiences in yoga 

contribute to a growing number of studies that do indeed recognise a devotional and 

ritualistic quality in yoga practise (Sarbacker, 2014; Wildcroft, 2018). Furthermore, 

including Muslim women’s experiences of yoga shifts research away from the 

problematic focus on the male lineage in modern postural yoga (which showcases the 

Hindu male body as the ultimate site of yoga knowledge), towards yoga being 

conceptualised in Wildcroft’s (2018) post-lineage terms (Section 2.3). 

 

Including a philosophical definition of yoga in modern yoga typologies. 

Contributes a much need embodied account to important theoretical 

phenomenological yoga studies, mentioned in Chapter 2.  
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Conceptualising the yoga space as a heterotopia enabled me to capture a group 

dynamic in yoga 

Focusing on this group yoga dynamic in a heterotopia is new. Until now yoga studies 

on heterotopias have defined a heterotopia space as the yoga mat, and focus on the 

individual impact of yoga instead (Atkinson, 2010; Humberstone and Cutler, 2017). I 

defined a heterotopia in yoga as the yoga class and studio. The women expanded my 

definition, to include both the enclosed physical space of the yoga studio and the 

spaces surrounding it. Conceptualising the yoga space as a heterotopia rather than 

the more usual understanding of physical cultures in integration program as ‘plus sport’ 

spaces enabled me to analyse a ‘situated type of agency’ (Abu-Lughod, yr; Godrej, 

2021; Mahmoud, 2005) held in the women. 

 

The group political agency found in yoga, shifts focus from the desire for 

uncomplicated social interaction, noted in yoga studies. 

The women in my research developed more interconnected ways of being together in 

yoga rooted in politics and faith, both of which warrant further analysis. The group 

yoga dynamic however is seldom explored (Nevrin, 2008; Wildcroft, 2018), beyond 

social interaction in the yoga class. 

 

7.5 An agenda for making a difference 

Yoga experiences shared by participants themselves are essential ‘to truly understand 

the meaning of sport and physical activity in the everyday lives of refugees and forced 

migrants’ (Spaaij, 2019, p. 14). And when considering the often territorially bounded 
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categories of body, citizenship and religion, the use of yoga and other physical 

activities in humanitarian aid and resettlement programmes should be primarily 

shaped by participants. This is my primary recommendation.  

 

My other recommendations are as follows: 

 

• Further ethnographic research, particularly longitudinal studies with larger 

samples of Muslim women, would substantiate my findings around the complex 

ways that faith informs and shapes yoga experiences. 

 

• A choice-based, ethically-led yoga practice such as TCTSY should be used. 

However, due consideration should be given to non-verbal communication in 

TCTSY courses, especially when the researcher does not share the same 

language with the research participants. 

 

• TCTSY should be also be a yoga fieldwork focus. It remains difficult to build a 

body of knowledge based on a comparative analysis of yoga studies that focus 

on a physical practice because such a practice is rooted in numerous modern 

postural yoga lineages, all of which are very different from one another. 

Because TCTSY is practised the same everywhere, it facilitates comparative 

studies. 
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• Researchers to take all opportunities to participate in participants’ daily lives. 

This will ensure that the research moves away from biopolitical policy-driven 

categories that privilege forced migration as the primary explanatory factor for 

participant’s actions and beliefs. It will also ensure that faith-based embodied 

agency is recognised. 

 

• Critically examine the context within which the yoga courses are operating; 

more so if the yoga courses are compulsory. Also analyse the impact of 

compulsory yoga courses on participants’ experiences that fall outside of the 

hegemonic narrative.  

 

• Consider the contributions of a growing body of studies that critique the political 

positioning of yoga as a remedy for certain populations (2.3) 

 

• Include participants in the research methodology as soon as practically 

possible. Where translation is needed, consider moving beyond the use of 

interpreters for verbatim translation. Set up and incorporate steering groups 

that meet on a regular basis.	

 

• Take an active and iterative ethical approach in line with the dynamic and 

proactive inclusion of participants in the research process.  
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• Focus on the group dynamic in yoga. When yoga is deployed as a political fix 

for a marginalised group, yoga participants are likely to respond collectively to 

the perception of them as ‘broken’. And being together is usually the primary 

reason women attend a yoga class and yet it is seldom the focus of yoga 

studies.  

 

• Develop and use methods that foreground the subjective, embodied, and 

emotional aspects of participants’ experiences in yoga and refugee integration 

programmes.  

 

Together these recommendations represent a momentous starting point for the co-

creation of yoga programmes (and other physical cultures), attuned to actual rather 

than perceived needs of female forced migrants in resettlement. 

 

7.6 Legacy of my research  

The above agenda (Section 7.5), along with the insights I gained from this PhD as a 

scholar-practitioner, led to my creation of a certified global yoga teacher training 

programme (Figure 48 and Appendices). This program shifted to an online audience 

during the Covid-19 pandemic and has been running approximately every two months 

since May 2020. It is still online as I have a regular attendance of participants from 

North, Central and South America, Asia and Europe. And despite the early GMT 9am 

start for most, very few who attend are based in the UK. This programme has a regular 
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attendance of 25 trainees and includes free ‘expert by experience’ spots reserved for 

those from marginalised communities, including forced migrants.  

  

 

Figure 47. Two-day training for international yoga teachers teaching marginalised 

groups taught every two months by researcher 

Screengrab credit: researcher (original in colour) 

 

Women from the Swedish civic orientation programme who participated in this PhD 

study were invited to attend the programme, including Dima, who informed me that 

she has since begun teaching a yoga course for refugee women in the very same 

programme of which she is now an alumnus (Figure 48). While the nationality of forced 

migrants changed to Afghani shortly after Dima began teaching yoga, Dima was a 

more relatable yoga teacher to Afghanis, due to her Muslim faith and her hijab.  Dima 
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stated that the many opportunities I created for her to teach yoga in the civic orientation 

programme and beyond (Figure 49), and the fundraising drive to fund her yoga teacher 

training improved her confidence to become an accredited yoga teacher. 

 

Figure 48. Dima practising teaching yoga during one of my yoga classes 

Credit: researcher  

During the yoga teacher training I created, the ‘expert by experience’ participants often 

shared their personal stories and insights with the other programme participants (who 

are mainly yoga teachers from a humanitarian aid background). One Balkan 

participant shared another perspective on the Swedish compulsory civic orientation 

programme. In flight, she was separated from her sister and lived alone as an asylum 

seeker in the UK and was in awe of the support Sweden offered her sister in 

comparison. This highlights the variety and complexity of the refugee experience, and 

the room for continued research into the uses of yoga (and other physical cultures) in 
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resettlement programmes. It also reveals that there is much more to glean from the 

participants of such programmes. 

 

Due to the success of the training programme, there are plans to develop this training 

into an accredited yoga teacher training qualification. I am also keen to establish a 

charity and collaborate with another academic to set up yoga retreats for displaced 

Ukrainians who are still based in Ukraine. 

 

Another legacy of this research is that some of its insights have been incorporated into 

my new yoga teacher training programme for other marginalised populations. The 

training was requested by the National Health Service (Figure 49) and delivered as a 

two-day training in May 2021 to those who teach yoga to former residents of Grenfell 

Tower, many of whom are still living in temporary and emergency accommodation. I 

am also currently developing training for not-for-profit organisations working with the 

partially sighted, and for female victim-survivors of gender-based violence.  
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Figure 49. NHS requested two-day Yoga teacher training course to those who teach 

yoga to former residents of Grenfell Tower. 

 

7.7 Concluding remarks 

My intention was for female forced migrants to share their stories with their yoga 

bodies, and how they recalibrated, (re)connected and resumed their versions of a 

settled life. During the fieldwork for this study, incredible journeys of forced migration, 

accounts of serendipity, great sorrow, acts of physical prowess, and unfathomable 

acts of kindness by strangers were shared with me. Despite these exceptional stories 

being very much part of the forced migration experience, ultimately we are very similar 

in our quests for a sense of sanctuary and balance to our everyday life. And it is this 

similarity that refugee integration program directors should focus on, over and above 

reinforcing the distracting wider political narratives that disempower and denormalise 

women to create disconnects among us. 
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I close with the words of, Lely, a participant in my research, who, despite the 

challenges posed by the agenda of the civic orientation program, demonstrated a 

strong desire to meet its aims:  

 

We came here to a very new country. Everything is new and I need 
to know how to deal with things around me. I feel like I have to deal 
with a lot of stuff. I want to learn the language; I want to work. I do 
want to! (Lely, interview, 04.06.2018) 
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Appendices 

Letter of support from Dave Emerson (founder of TCTSY) confirming need to bring TCTSY to more culturally 

diverse groups of people. 
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Participant Information Sheet 

 

 

 
Participant Information Sheet 
 

Title of Study 

Women and Yoga 

Invitation paragraph 

The aim of the research study is to find out about your experience of the Yoga course 

you recently enrolled on.  Your opinions, thoughts and experience of this Yoga course 

could inform the course content of other Yoga courses for refugee women.  

 

I would like to invite you to take part in this research study. It will take about 5-10 minutes for 

me to explain this research study with you. Details of the study are included in this Participant 

Information Sheet which you may take away with you. If you agree to taking part, you will be 

asked to sign the Consent form (which we will also go through today).  If you need more time 

to think about whether you wish to take part please take it.  If you decide to take part in this 

research, please return the Consent form in the envelope provided, before the Yoga course 

starts, to the Receptionist at the IFK. 

What is the purpose of the study/project? 

The aim of the study is to find out your experience of the Yoga course. 

Why have I been invited to participate? 

You have been invited to participate in this study as you have enrolled on the Yoga 
course. 
 
Do I have to take part? 
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Participation is voluntary and you are free to withdraw at any time. A decision not to 
take part will not have any negative consequences. This is an invitation to take part 
in the study.  It is not a requirement of the Yoga course. 
 
What is expected from participants? 

Participates will be invited to be involved in four aspects and may choose to 
participate in some or all of them.  The four aspects are: 
 
a) being interviewed twice. You are welcome to bring a friend or relative to your 
interview. 
b) being observed during the Yoga course. 
c) being photographed. The photographs will be used to illustrate points made during 
the interview(s) or while observing the Yoga Course. Permission will be sought (in 
addition to the Consent form) prior to a photograph being taken. 
d) recording your experiences of Yoga (in writing, drawing or photos) in a diary.   
Will I be paid for taking part? 
No money will be paid for your participation in this research. 
 
 
 
What are the potential disadvantages or risks of taking part? 

No personal questions will be asked.  However participation may raise some difficult 
memories or feelings. If this occurs the Yoga teacher will be available to support you. 
If you wish, you can also be referred to a local service who could also provide 
additional support. 
If at any time during the research you become distressed, the interview or participant 
observation will be stopped immediately. I will also speak to you with an Interpreter 
(if required) to find out more about what has caused the distress.  I will work with you 
to find out what has caused you to become upset. We will then decide an 
appropriate course of action such as calling a friend or relative to come and collect 
you. 
 
If necessary I will refer you to HEMAYAT (hemayat.org). HEYAMAT is aware of this research 

and can offer emotional support to you in your chosen language. 

Will taking part in the research upset me? 
The aim of the research is to find out about your experience of Yoga.  It is not 
anticipated that this will upset you, but please see question above.  
 
What are the potential benefits of taking part? 

Your opinions, thoughts and experience of this Yoga course could inform the course 

content of other Yoga courses for refugee women.  
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Will my taking part in the study/project be kept confidential? 

Your name and other personal details such as nationality will be made anonymous.  Your data 
will be stored electronically and be held for no longer than ten years. Your anonymized data 
may be shared or archived for possible re-use by other researchers interested in this areas of 
research. 
What will happen if I don’t want to carry on with the study? 

You may withdraw at any time up to data analysis without giving a reason and any 
data you have already provided will be removed and destroyed. After data analysis, 
if you decide to withdraw from the research it may be difficult to remove and destoy 
your data. However, should you wish for your data to be removed I will work with you 
to ensure an agreeable outcome. 
 
What will happen to the results of the project? 

Results will be published in my Doctoral Thesis and potentially in academic papers. You will 
have an opportunity to see the results and there interpretation before my Doctoral Thesis is 
submitted.  Findings from the study may also be published in peer-reviewed academic 
journals. In all cases, names of individuals and other identifying feature ill be anonymised.  
 

Who is organising and funding the research? 

The Researcher has organised the research.  The research is funded by the School of Sport 
and Service Management at the University of Brighton. 
 
What if there is a problem? 

If there are any concerns or complaints please refer to the contact details below.  
 

Contact details 

Below are the contact details of myself and a person independent of the research 
study.  The Contact person or myself can be contacted if you had any problems or 
concerns about the research study. The Contact Person is independent of the 
research study and the Yoga course. 
 
Lead Researcher       Contact Person (who is  
                                                                    Independent of the research study and  
                                                                    Yoga course). 

Claire Collison Deleted for inclusion in thesis 

School of Sport and Service Management  

University of Brighton  

Denton Road  

Eastbourne  
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BN20 7SP  

Email: c.collison@brighton.ac.uk  

 
 

Who has reviewed the study? 

This study has been approved by the Social Science Research Ethics Committee of the 
University of Brighton.  
 
This copy of the Information Sheet for Participation in Case Study Research is for you to keep. 

If you take part in the study you will also be given a copy of the consent form to keep. Thank 

you very much for reading this and for your consideration in participating in the study. 
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Consent Form with suggested amendments from Steering group 

 

I agree to take part in this research which is to document the impact that Yoga has on refugee women. 

[Suggestion omit refugee] 

  

   

The Researcher has explained to my satisfaction the purpose, principles and procedures of the study 

and the possible risks involved. [suggestion omit risk] 

  

   

I have read the Information Sheet and I understand the principles, procedures and possible risks 

involved. [suggestion omit risk] 

  

   

I am aware that I will be invited to answer questions, write a diary and be observed during the Yoga 

course. 

  

   

The	photos	taken	will	illustrate	Yoga	poses	or	the	Yoga	course	setting.	No	photos	of	faces	will	be	taken	to	
ensure	that	you	are	not	recognised.	[suggestion	reword	to:	If	a	photo	of	you	is	taken	you	will	be	shown	it	
and	your	consent	will	again	be	asked].	If	you	did	not	give	your	consent,	then	the	photo	will	be	deleted	
immediately.	

  

   

I understand how the data collected will be used, and that any confidential information will normally be 

seen only by the Researcher and will not be revealed to anyone else without my prior knowledge or 

agreement. 

  

   

I understand that I am free to withdraw from the study at any time without giving a reason and without 

incurring consequences from doing so. 

  

   

I agree that should I withdraw from the study, the data collected up to that point, with my consent, may 

be used by the Researcher for the purposes described in the Information sheet. 

  

   

I agree that data collected may subsequently be archived and used by other bona fide researchers.   

 

 

 

Name (please print) ……………………… 

Signed ………………………………………………………..   Date ………… 

n.b. some elements are subject to modification. E.g. use of audio, video and photography will depend on the outcome of the initial 

meeting with the refugee women (held in April 2018).  
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Participant Information Sheet in Arabic 
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Comments in visitor’s book from: ‘Women in Yoga’ exhibition 

 

  



 

443 

References given to participants (to aid future employment) 
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Sample of SaSM newsletter Summer 2018 
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Letter requesting time off from civic orientation programme 

  

 

  

 

 

	

June	12th	2018	

	

To	Whom	it	May	Concern	

	

On	behalf	of	the	University	of	Brighton,	my	Supervisors	and	myself	I	would	like	to	invite	you	to	

a	series	of	events	celebrating	the	success	of	our	recent	research	collaboration.		

	

Details	are	as	follows:	
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Tuesday	June	19th	

9am	meet	at	Deleted for inclusion in thesis	

9.15-10.15	Yoga	Workshop-	Developing	your	Home	Practise.	

	

10.30-11.30	Picnic	and	Certificate	Celebration.	During	this	time	you	will	have	the	opportunity	

to	have	your	photo	taken	in	your	chosen	Yoga	pose.		One	highlight	of	the	picnic	is	without	a	

doubt	première	of	music	created	for	your	home	Yoga	Practise	by	[name	intentionally	deleted].		

	

Wednesday	June	20th	

16:00	Meet	at	Deleted for inclusion in thesis,	walk	to	beach.		For	those	that	would	like	to	

be	part	of	the	photo	exhibition	you	can	have	your	photo	taken	in	a	Yoga	pose	of	your	choice.		

Then	its	BBQ	time!	

		

These	events	have	been	created	 to	congratulate	you	 for	participating	 in	 this	PhD	research.		

Without	you	it	would	not	have	been	possible!	Those	who	have	been	interviewed	for	the	PhD	

research	will	be	presented	with	a	Certificate.	Please	check	with	Astrid	that	we	have	the	correct	

spelling	of	your	name	for	the	certificate.	

	

Please	 confirm	 your	 attendance.	 If	 you	 require	 any	 further	 information	 do	 not	 hesitate	 to	

contact	me.	

	

With	best	wishes	
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Claire	Collison	

	

Sent	on	behalf	of:	

	

Dr	Dan	Burdsey	

Reader	 and	 Deputy	 Head	 of	

School	 (Research	 and	

Enterprise)	

School	 of	 Sport	 and	 Service	

Management	

University	of	Brighton	

		

Associate	 Professor	 (status	

only)	

Faculty	 of	 Kinesiology	 and	

Physical	Education	

University	of	Toronto	

Dr	Thomas	Carter	

Thomas	Carter,	PhD	

Director,	 Football	 4	 Peace	

International	

	

Dr	 Nichola	 Khan	 CPsychol	

Reader	 in	 Anthropology	 and	

Psychology	

School	 of	 Applied	 Social	

Science	

University	 of	 Brighton	
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Advert for two-day global yoga training running every two months initially for 

those teaching yoga with forced migrants and now broadened to include all 

marginalised groups. 
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Transcription of Interview transcript 

 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interviewer: Before we start. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: Gladly. 

Interviewer: Thank you. Before we start, it's nothing personal, it's just about your 

experience of yoga, so don't feel you need to tell a story or anything personal about 

yourself, just about how yoga has had taken an effect on you [inaudible 00:00:29] 

Interviewer: Hm. You don't know what to say. Okay, so the first question is-- 

Interviewee: Yes, [unintelligible 00:00:45] 

Interpreter: Yes, the first question. 

Interviewer: Yes, first here we go [laughter] 

Interviewer: Like you're being on TV. [laughter] 

Interpreter: [Pause]. No, do not take photos. 

Interviewer: Did you have an image of yoga in your head, had anyone talked about it 

or had you heard what it was? 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: We used to own a sports place, her husband, they did yoga also. Yoga 

and massage and sports. 

Interviewer: Where was it? 

Interviewee: Damascus. 

Interviewer: Wow. 
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Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: The health centre and one of the five star hotels. 

Interviewer: Okay. 

Interpreter: Yes, he used to own that place inside the hotel, they had massage and 

sauna and—[sighs] 

Interviewer: Yes. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: Swimming, dancing. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: They had a swimming school for them also. 

Interviewer: Really? In the five star hotel? 

Interpreter: [Pause]No, it's [Arabic language] no, no it's a special school. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: Okay, also her kids. Her daughter and her son are also [crosstalk] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: Okay, they're swimming teachers and lifeguards. 

Interviewer: Really? She get skills because she can do that anywhere. 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: Okay, also she did that massage with Swedish teachers here, she 

practices at home or at school. 

Interviewer: You do massage yourself? 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] Yes. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 
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Interviewer: Okay. 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] She study it, she had a diploma in it. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: Okay, her husband had a diploma, not her, but when they got married-- 

Interviewer: He got her in the work. 

Interpreter: Yes, when they got married, he just taught her to help him. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: [Pause] She was already two weeks and then he brought her all the 

anatomy books to show her the massages and the effects on the body. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: She didn't work with it, but relatives and family, she did massage on. 

Interviewer: Okay. [crosstalk] 

Interpreter: We have to use her. [laughs] 

Interviewer: Yes, she's looking very nice today, Lamar. [laughs] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] [laughs] 

Interpreter: Yes, she has a good view on yoga and sports and everything. 

Interviewer: When you were in a five star hotel, I presume that was before it because 

somebody from Damascus is not going to a hotel. 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: Her swimming pool, they owned not inside the hotel, it used to be in 

almost in the neighborhood of all embassies. 

Interviewer: Wow. 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 
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Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: Only for embassy, it's not for public. 

Interviewer: Where the [unintelligible 00:05:31] coming from all the embassies 

there? 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: [Pause] Okay. It's not for public, it's only for people and their families from 

those embassies and for some wealthy families, also, they can book in it. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: They had the swimming school for children especially [crosstalk] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: From 3 to 15, and three days only for ladies. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: Full staff. 

Interviewer: Absolutely. 

Interpreter: Her daughter used to train the women those three days, and her son 

would train the kids. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: Her uncle [unintelligible 00:06:36] got the world championship in 

swimming for [unintelligible 00:06:40] in '96. 

Interviewer: Wow. [crosstalk] 

Interpreter: Okay, it runs through the [unintelligible 00:06:46] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 
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Interpreter: That's why she named her son after her uncle and then the school after 

them both. 

Interviewer: Wow. 

Interpreter: She's going to bring the medal they used to give to the kids and show it 

to you. 

Interviewer: Perfect, thank you, wow. [laughs] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: They've got these trophies and medals and everything, so she knows all 

about sports because it's all around her, around the family. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: I'm telling her it's nice because it's in her family, her uncle, and then she 

was married to someone who was in sports also. 

Interviewer: Yes, exactly. How did the yoga set into it? You said there was yoga 

classes there. 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: That swimming pool especially for embassies, they used to ask for yoga 

classes. [sighs] They had only two days maybe a week. [Arabic language] Two or 

three days per week. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: Yes, then they would have sauna and then massage. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 
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Interpreter: Holidays were for families and then, yes, they were specially 

[unintelligible 00:08:31] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: When her family, her husband and her kids knew that she had started 

yoga here, they were really happy for her. 

Interviewer: Really? How did you start yoga? How did you find people, what did you 

think it was? 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: [Pause] She has started from brewery, it's a brewery. 

Interviewer: No. When you were in Syria and you had the yoga classes, what did you 

think it was? Before you came to Sweden and you had this amazing business, how 

did you recruit yoga teachers, were there a lot of yoga teachers and what did they do? 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: She's never attended it before. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: She has never attended a class although they had it, but they were just 

[unintelligible 00:09:38] 

Interviewer: Meditate. 

Interpreter: Meditate, sorry. That's ‘Ramadan brain’ 

Interviewer: Yes, I don't think [crosstalk] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 
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Interpreter: She used to think [sighs]  they had no exercise in it, and then when she 

studied it here, she's never done it back at Syria, she called her son and she told her, 

like, "Wow it's a really nice thing because it's helping me with my shoulder ache." 

Interviewer: Yes, okay. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: It's all gone with the exercises, her back pain and the shoulder pain. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: She used to think that even back at Syria, the teacher used to do just 

meditate and just sit down and even when she watch them at TV also. 

Interviewer: When you were watching them on TV in Syria, what image did you have 

of the yoga teacher? Were they male or female or from a particular country? 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: They just use the same [crosstalk] from outside, but she's never asked 

from where. 

Interviewer: Did you have an image like Europe, America? 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interviewer: Europe. Any particular country? 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: She went once and they were just sitting down just [crosstalk] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: She had a back pain, so she just [sighs, pause and crosstalk] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 
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Interpreter: After that yoga class, she felt like this so she went back to sauna and 

swimming immediately. 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] Yes. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: She was only once. That's the image she had in her mind, and then when 

she started here yoga she told her son, "It's not like what I thought, it has exercises," 

and he told her, "Of course it has. You had only one lesson, so it's your fault." 

Interviewer: I understand how you thought in Syria, you've now come to Sweden. 

Before we talk about the yoga, how did you find out about the yoga class [inaudible 

00:13:03] how did it all come together? 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: She went to that employment centre, they sent her to AKF. 

Interviewer: Did you choose to go to AKF. 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: She had this-- 

Interviewer: An advisor. 

Interpreter: Yes, that's why. I'm just looking for a word. 

Interviewer: No, I know because it doesn't translate. 

Interpreter: I'm not sure what is it. Nour told her because she felt stressed she hadn't 

seen her daughter since three years, then they advised her to start yoga classes. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 
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Interpreter: She told her, "Just go and try it, and if you like it, we're going to have a 

contract, we're going to write a contract. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: When they told her they had yoga classes, she was really happy and 

immediately started doing that classes. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: She's lonely here, her whole family is in Egypt. 

Interviewer: Really? 

Interpreter: Her husband and the kids also. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: Her son told her, "The best thing you have done since you came here is 

that you have started yoga lessons, so never miss a lesson." 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interviewer: Nour doesn't. 

Interpreter: He is 27 years old, her son. 

Interviewer: Yes, and you always come twice a week. 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] Yes, she's took his advice. She wish it was more even. 

[sighs] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: If there were a third day, it was going to be better. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] She says she's also recommending it for all ladies 

because some ladies are skipping their lessons and she's trying to encourage them 

more to go. 
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Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: She's encouraging them more because they're missing lessons here and 

going to just sitting back. 

Interviewer: What do you say? How do you encourage them? 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: [sharp intake of breath] We all have the same pain. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: Because she's an expert at massages, that's why she's telling them the 

differences between weather, like it's cold and hot all the time here. It's cold outside 

and when you go inside, it's hot, so it affects the whole body, especially the shoulders. 

Interviewer: [crosstalk] A shoulder problem. 

Interpreter: Yes. 

Interviewer: With interior, is it a constant temperature? For example, in England we 

don't have air conditioning, so if it's hot outside, it's hot inside, is that how it would have 

been? 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: Not the same as here. Here the warm is up seriously more than anywhere 

else. 

Interviewer: Nour, since we've done the interviews everyone has complained about 

shoulders [crosstalk] 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 
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Interpreter: She has started this during her searches about the anatomy and she said 

that when you are-- all houses are-- 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: We've got that [unintelligible 00:17:55] heating, but still you have to walk 

into the bus and then it's also heat because- and then you have to go somewhere else 

and it's cold and then you're going to go to that place and [shivers then unintelligible 

00:18:05] 

Interviewer: Yes. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: Big differences between the temperature. 

Interviewer: Yes, definitely. 

Interpreter: Yes, when we're sitting at home and then walking to the bus, it's cold. 

She said one more time and-- 

Interviewer: Absolutely. 

Interpreter: Yes. 

Interviewer: How did you explain the yoga? You said about the shoulder, did you tell 

them anything else? 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: For all, of us we've got that test according to what we've been through. 

She's telling them that it's a test with your breathing. 

Interviewer: With the breathing, okay. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: You'll be more optimistic. 
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Interviewer: Okay. How did it work to make you more optimistic? 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: The way you breath-- 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: For her, it gives a good feeling, optimism and give her energy. 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: She didn't have that much time to sleep yesterday. She drank coffee at 

2:00 in the morning and then she woke up 6:00 in the morning, so she only slept for 

two hours, but she was really- she was going to cry, she wanted to sleep, but she had 

to come and after the yoga lesson, she felt that huge energy in her body. 

Interviewer: Really? 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  It's really affected by Yoga 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: Her sister also lives here and she woke up this morning with a shoulder 

ache and Nour advised her to come to the Yoga class. 

Interviewer: Yes, she's more than welcome. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  They are all considering the first time, worried about it. 

Interviewer:  How was it when you came the first time because it's always really- it 

can be nervous and exciting to go to something for the first time and you had this 

image that you were going to sit like this? 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 
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Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  With her first lesson, there were that old lady [Swedish yoga teacher] 

almost 60 years old. She gave them really hard exercises [Sighs and Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  For her, it was her first time, but it was too much. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  She couldn't move for two or three days after that. 

Interpreter: Really hm? 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  [Pause] She said they needed that warm up and they didn't do it because 

it was the first time. For her, swimming and everything else, any kind of exercise needs 

that warming up 

Interviewer:  Ah Absolutely, yes. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  After that lesson, because she couldn't move her legs, she said she's 

going to quit, but her husband and her son told her, "Go on and try it more." 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  It was easier 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  They had this more reflective, it's like floating in her body. 
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Interviewer:  Yes. Going back to what you said earlier about the huge energy, could 

you-- You said after the Yoga class, you've got a huge energy, could you explain that 

a bit more? 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  She was sleepy when she first came this morning and she wanted to-- 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] She had that exercise now and she felt like she's going 

to throw up. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  Because she's fasting, so maybe they had to lay down on their hands 

and legs. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  They had to move their leg up. 

Interviewer:  At the beginning, yes, you put your legs up. 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  At the middle. 

Interviewer:  Okay. Do you remember what you were doing? 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  You have to lift your leg up. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 
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Interpreter:  Because she's fasting, she felt like she's going to throw up after she lifts 

up her legs. 

Interviewer: This is when you were in the posture where we were on the knee, you 

were standing up? 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewer:  Your head was in your half. 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  According to the blood direction. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  Afterwards all the exercise, you have to lay down on your butt and the 

lady next to her felt asleep. [laughs] 

Interviewer: I heard someone snoring. [laughter] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  You can see now she's more energetic and she's laughing. 

Interviewer:  Yes. It seems like during the Yoga class, it's not necessarily good 

because you felt sick at times, the woman next to you was asleep, but then after the 

Yoga class, I can see you look really radiant. 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  She was happy because she had to go to Yoga first and then going to 

other activities, otherwise she would be now sleeping only. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 
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Interpreter:  [Sighs] She hasn't slept now. 

Interviewer:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewer:  Going back to the breathing that you mentioned, you said that when you 

tell the [unintelligible 00:26:01] people about Yoga, you said, "Oh, but the breathing 

is good." Could you talk a little bit more about that? 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  Dima told her that- I didn't know [Arabic language] I didn't know that. 

Dima told even when we are praying, we have this faking breathing in and out. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  Even the praying movements we do is like an exercise for her. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  It is very good because you have to do it five times a day then it's a good 

exercise. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  When we say that- I'm not sure the-- The praying, yes, when we have to 

read it at first [pause] and when we are standing and then we take a deep breath. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  Dima taught her to count until 10 and take a deep breathe in. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  Then breathing out and also it's during five seconds, she counts until five 

also. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 
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Interpreter:  That's fine. 

Interviewer:  You're controlling your breath to help you pray? 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter: She's smoking and that's why she has to control her breathing. Tell her 

the reality, I'm telling her that story, [laughs] until you smoked. You're super, you know, 

sports family everyone is a-- 

Interviewer:  Everyone in Syria smokes, I think, everyone I've met smokes. 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  That's common in Syria. [crosstalk] You know why? I'm saying that even 

though she's not-- 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  [sighs] She started here to smoke, not back at Syria. That's why I was 

thinking, back there you can't smoke in front of everyone, it's like saying-- 

Interviewer:  It's haram 

Interpreter:  No, it's not haram, we say [Arabic language] "Shame on you, you're a 

lady and you are smoking." 

[crosstalk] 

Interviewer: How could you drink a beer in front of my dad. 

Interpreter:  Exactly. It's not haram to smoke, but it's like "shame on you, you're a 

lady and you're smoking in front of men". 
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Interviewer:  Do you think a lot of people started smoking since they came to 

Sweden? 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  Yes, that's right. 

Interviewer:  It was a way to cope with the breathing and the stress. 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  She's been honest, it's a wrong thing but maybe-- 

[crosstalk] 

Interviewer:  It's interesting. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  She wishes to stop it. 

Interviewer:  You will. Lots of people can tell you to stop smoking, but you know 

yourself when you're ready to stop smoking. I just think it's interesting that a lot of 

people have started smoking since they came to Sweden because it's to do with the 

grass smoking, isn't it? 

Interpreter: [Arabic language] 

Interviewer: Her son, he's quite grown up. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  He's 2.4 meters. He looks like a lifeguard. [laughs] 

Interviewer:  Yes, he does. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  She's really shorts. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 
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Interpreter: She's really happy that she met you and with this interview. 

Interviewer:  Me too, thank you. How long have we been talking for? Maybe five more 

minutes? 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewer:  Perfect, thank you. We were just talking about-- I'm not being at all 

judgmental about the cigarettes, I think it's interesting. 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  [sighs] She's convincing herself like, "My family is far away," but it's 

wrong, [crosstalk] but it's still wrong for her. 

Interviewer:  It's no wrong or it's right. I'm just wondering people do it here because 

the nicotine relaxes you, the breathing, it helps you catch your breath. People say the 

similar things about Yoga, that it relaxes you, that it helps you breathe, so it's similar 

to cigarettes. 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  I smoke one kind of cigarettes and when [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  She convinced her-- [crosstalk] you're kind like other people. 

Interviewer:  I am watching her. 

Interpreter: [crosstalk] 

Interviewer:  Here is the last part of the interview, it's about the impact of Yoga outside 

the class. There isn't a right or a wrong. Do you feel you do anything from the Yoga 

lessons outside of the class? 
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Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  That's why there's for dogs and cats. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  Every day when she wakes up, she does that. 

Interviewer:  Morning stretch you put your hands over your head stretching-- 

[crosstalk] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language]-- 

[crosstalk] 

Interpreter:  Relax with her 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  Even when she lays down on the bed, she will lift her legs like-- 

[crosstalk] 

Interviewer:  Okay, we do that in Yoga. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  She wears these clothes, you know that veins, when the-- 

Interviewer:  Veins? 

Interpreter:  It's a blue circle-- 

[crosstalk] 

Interviewer:  The color is the same when you walk too much. 

Interpreter:  When you walk and when you stand too much, she has them. It helps 

her a lot when she lifts her upward legs. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 
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Interpreter:  They are closed by standing up, so when she lays down and lifts her legs 

up, it's more relaxing and hurts less. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  [sighs] She's sad because Yoga classes will stop at the end of June, I 

think. 

Interviewer:  Yes, it will stop, but we will be doing two weeks more-- 

[crosstalk] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  She thought it's forever and they will stop it. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  You are here, she can do it with you. 

Interviewer:  Yes, definitely, we will. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewer:  Yes, we can get a few people 

Interpreter:  I'm going to involve myself too. 

Interviewer:  Yes, all these amazing things people are saying about my class is-- 

[crosstalk] 

Interpreter:  Yes. she's telling me to go for it. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  She laughs twice also from her legs. 

Interviewer:  Really? Because you had your legs high? Is that you mean you lost 

actual fats. 

Interpreter:  Yes, actual fats. [crosstalk] [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 
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Interpreter:  Yes, she lost fats. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewer:  Salary. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  She's never been to a gym here, but before, she had that big knowledge 

of exercises. She's trying to do them at home and she waiting for her daughter to come 

and then they will go over together to the gym. [Arabic language] She's telling me 

because it's men and women. I'm telling her there's a special room inside every gym 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] Yes, I'm telling her there's a special room I used to go 

to. 

Interviewer:  Women only. 

Interpreter:  Women only, yes. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  Maybe she will go with her friends 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  That's why I used to go by myself and then I stopped because it's boring. 

Interviewer:  Yes, you've got to be really disciplined to make yourself go. Do you like 

the Yoga classes because it's all women in the class? Because you do it at home and 

you do it in the class. What's the difference when you come to class? 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 
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Interpreter:  Concentrate more. 

Interviewer:  In the class. 

Interpreter:  In the class. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  [Pause] At home, she does only one exercise for her shoulders legs or 

legs maybe, but during the class, the teacher will give all the exercises for the whole 

body. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  At home maybe she will only do 10 minutes, but here she's committed to 

doing one hour. 

Interviewer:  Yes, that's very true. What do you like about the Yoga class? 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  The place itself. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  The atmosphere is very nice. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  All of them, they've got this flexibility. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  She observes everyone. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  [sighs] At first, they couldn't even lift their arms up, but now she's 

observing them and now she sees that everyone has this flexibility to move. [Arabic 
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language] If you do one exercise and already they know, they can anticipate also the 

moves. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  They've got more balance like a tree. Okay, they used to come down, 

but now they have this balance and flexibility to stand and do exercises. 

Interviewer:  Who else have you noticed has done that? I guess because you're back 

behind, you really observe these things. It's really interesting. 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  She's teaching her daughter to do Yoga lessons, she's doing at home 

with her daughter. 

Interviewer:  You want her to Skype and you're doing the Yoga, you're showing it to 

your daughter. 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  She wishes she could photo the class or video it, but she knows that 

everyone would find it more difficult. 

Interviewer:  Yes. When we do the workshop we maybe can video that and you can 

send that to your daughter. 

Interpreter:  [Arabic language] 

Interviewee:  [Arabic language] 

Interpreter:  She's teaching her daughter. 

Interviewer:  You're doing a lot. what are you teaching your daughter? What do you 

say to her? 

Interviewee: [Arabic language] 
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Interpreter: She's a swimmer. She has that deep breath and ability to control 

[crosstalk] She swims three or four kilosmetres every day back at Syria. No, her 

daughter. She's 21 years old. She's been six years now at Egypt. She's not swimming 

now. She's trying to make her train her breathing one more time. 

Interviewer: I see. You're using the yoga, breathing in the yoga to train your daughter 

to encourage her to [unintelligible 00:40:51] 

Interpreter: When she come to Sweden, she's immediately going to register her at 

swimming classes. That's why she's training her from now to breathe. They can't do it 

back at Egypt. It's not safe. Her daughter misses swimming. I can see why. Poor her. 

During summer for four months, they used to live in a place next to the swimming pool 

they own. She used to swim every day for the whole day even. She teaches her to 

breathe and also, the exercises for the cat and dog. Also, the stretching for her 

shoulders. She's committed to her mother's lessons and also to TV lessons every day. 

Interviewer: She also does lessons and TV yoga. This is all to keep her breathing? 

Interpreter: She's asking do you have a YouTube lesson so her daughter can follow 

you up? 

Interviewer: No, but maybe we can do something like that. [crosstalk] 

Interpreter: She wants to show her daughter you're her teacher. 

Interviewer: Yes. I'll think about it and we will make something happen. 

Interpreter: Thank you. 

Interviewer: You sound like you're using yoga to keep your daughter's dream alive of 

swimming because she's not able to swim. You're saying you do yoga to keep your 

body supple and your breathing good out of the water. When you're in your country 

you come in when you can swim again, you're ready for it. [crosstalk] 



 

475 

Interpreter: No, that's fine. I got it. [pause] They had the Olympic swimming pool. She 

has to take a deep breath and then dive in and dive out with the same breath. 

Interviewer: The other end? 

Interpreter: She was even going to start to be Olympic and [unintelligible 00:44:39] 

Interviewer: I see that you're keeping her dream alive by doing the yoga. 

Interpreter: I was wondering, if she's now 21 years old then, before 6 years, she was 

just a little girl and she was used to do that swimming. She has studied swimming 

since she was two years old. Even in her diaper. That's why she had that loving for 

swimming. 

Interviewer: Is there anything else you'd like to say? To summarize, [crosstalk] 

meditation. You talked about the huge energy that you get off the yoga. Could you 

explain a bit more about the huge energy? Is there anything else you do outside of the 

yoga class that we haven't included? 

Interpreter: [Pause] She'd recommend it for everyone to come to yoga classes. The 

most important thing for her, her aches are less now. It gives her more energy to go 

through the day. Of course, she has to go to school and just do shopping and cooking. 

She had someone to help her at home when she was at Syria, like a housekeeper and 

even a driver. Now she has to do everything by herself. She needs that energy to go 

through the day because she lives alone now. She has to do everything by herself. 

She's not used to it. 

Interviewer: You get the energy by doing the exercises, seeing the other women and 

the breathing. Is that correct? 
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Interpreter: From Friday to Monday, they're narrow to each other, but from Monday 

to Friday, it's really far away. She wish to have something in between. Lesson in 

between. Maybe on Wednesday. 

Interviewer: There's a class on Thursday, but it's a male teacher. 

Interpreter: Dima told her. 

Interviewer: [inaudible 00:48:16] Some people with a scarf say they go and some 

people don't. 

Interpreter: It's hard for her. 

Interviewer: I know. There's only two people in the class. 

Interpreter: Yes? Yes, that is why she's saying-- You made her happy because she 

thought they would stop forever yoga classes. Now she's happy it's only two weeks. 

Interviewer: I don't know. I know they have two more weeks of yoga, I don't know how 

it works, I guess it stops again after the summer. The health professionals will have to 

tell you. 

Interpreter: Her contract will end on August. 

Interviewer: Anything else about yoga that you'd like- maybe you want to pass on to 

somebody who's doing it or any final comments? 

Interpreter: The most interesting and lovely thing that has happened to her since she 

came to Sweden. 

Interviewer: Really? 

Interpreter: It's the only useful thing for her. 

Interviewer: It's only in a sense if you do it outside of the class? 

Interpreter: Also, she feels like she's like a feather, like she can move easily because 

she has to take eight buses through the day. 
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Interviewer: Oh, my God. 

Interpreter: She goes in so many places, as school and activities and then, back to 

shopping. She feels more alive. Last year, she only had four hours to go to school or 

something, activities and still she felt tired. Now she goes through eight hours of 

activity. It's triple, is a double thing, but still, she has more energy to go back at home 

and do a lot of things. She said maybe yoga or the new friendships she has, and you. 

Interviewer: Yes, that as well, yes, definitely, everything, all together. The teachers, 

the classed, the women, lots of things. 

Interpreter: You're welcome. 

Interviewer: Thank you very much for your time. It's really interesting. It sounds like it 

had a really big impact on you. 

Interpreter: When she thinks [unintelligible 00:51:55] it's nothing to be smiling or 

laughing at, she's gone through a lot, she lost a lot of friends and her whole work. 

Family is far away, but even her relatives and her friends are telling her, "Why do you 

keep smiling and laughing?" It's weird for them, but she has that optimism and energy 

in her body after each yoga class to keep laughing. Her niece has been here for 18 

years, but she hates Sweden and hates the weather and everything. She keeps 

nagging about it. She nags about everything. That's why she's telling her, "Why are 

you laughing? There's nothing to laugh about or smile about." She's telling her, "What 

did you find that was nice to smile about?" She invited her to come to yoga. 

Interviewer: Yes, definitely. 

Interpreter: What's the opposite of optimistic? 

Interviewer: Pessimistic. 

Interpreter: Pessimistic. That's her niece. 
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Interviewer: From a personal point of view, I really admire you. I think you're really 

amazing because you've obviously gone through an incredible amount. Your family is 

not with you at the moment. You had a very five-star lifestyle in Damascus. I think to 

be able to adapt like that, although, yes, it's partly the yoga, but it's your approach to 

life, I think. I think you need to take credit for that. 

Interpreter: They've got their house a swimming pool. They're out of work. Everyone 

has to be optimistic. They must blend in in the new life. You can't just keep nagging 

about it. Don't look at the empty-- 

Interviewer: Yes. We have that phrase in English as well. Glass half empty. 

Interpreter: Don't look at the empty half. She's talking about that lady who was 

sleeping during the class. She said that-- What did you say about opposite of 

optimistic? 

Interviewer: Pessimistic. 

Interpreter: She said that she's been here for years, and still, she's pessimistic and 

she hates [crosstalk]. She hasn't seen her laughing. 

Interviewer: Really? Yes. 

Interpreter: Everyone has this bad influence and bad energy [unintelligible 

00:55:50]. She's saying we have to thank God for everything. We're still breathing. 

We still have our family. We're still walking and going through this life. We have to 

thank God about it. 

Interpreter: [crosstalk] for her when she tries to make them feel better [unintelligible 

00:56:37] then, she will just avoid them [people with negative energy]. Last week-- 

Interviewer: Yes. We missed you. Yes. 

Interpreter: They have said, "It's not the same without you." 
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Interviewer: Yes. Yes. 

Interpreter: We all have our ways [crosstalk] and things to be sad about, but just be 

sad at home. Then when you [crosstalk] have this positive energy towards them. You 

don't have to go nagging. 

Interviewer: I think Nour should make the YouTube channel, not me! Amazing. 

[laughter] 

Interpreter: [pause] It was the worst week for me. I need them. I'm thinking about 

them. 

Interviewer: Hope Nour [unintelligible 00:57:53] 

Interpreter: It was the worst week in all aspects. Life is nice. 

Interviewer: Yes. You're amazing. Thank you. 

[00:58:19] [END OF AUDIO] 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 


